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Good research should be about understanding the world around us as much as it should 
be about telling the stories of those around us. This thesis has been produced with this 
ethos in mind. It is a collation of the experiences, emotions and values of the regenerative 
actors that I had the privilege to speak with as participants. My hope is that in this 






Agri-food systems around the world are facing an urgent need to transition to more 
sustainable forms of production. A growing body of literature argues that achieving 
radical change in the agri-food system requires a radical renegotiation of our relationship 
with the environment alongside a change in our thinking and approach to 
transformational food politics. To do this, this study uses a feminist political ecology 
approach to investigate the degree to which components of a more-than-human ethic of 
care are embedded within New Zealand’s emerging regenerative farming movement. The 
purpose of this research is to understand the potential of regenerative farming to act as 
political and social spaces for radical and transformative change.  
The research is based on farm visits and interviews with farmers and key organizational 
stakeholders who are either practicing or supporting regenerative agriculture in Otago, 
Southland and Canterbury. It was found that undertaking regenerative agriculture 
requires a significant shift in mindset away from the reductionist paradigm that dominates 
conventional farming towards a more holistic and relational understanding of biological 
and social ecosystems. This shift is characterized by greater attentiveness to on farm 
biology, but also the use of this engagement to complement data-driven guidance for on-
farm decisions and care of the land. Personal wellbeing and fulfilment through farming 
seems to increase with reframed, holistic and principle-based perspectives being applied 
to personal and social lives, as well as to on farm biology. Collaboration is found to be 
favoured within social networks of regenerative spaces. The relational approaches to 
farming represent a challenge to the existing social norms and economic-political 
structures of the New Zealand farming landscape. In conclusion, it is argued that the 
mindset shift is what differentiates ‘being regenerative’ from the technical practices of 
regenerative agriculture. While the two overlap, it is the mindset that is crucial to the 
transformational potential of regenerative agriculture.  
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1.1 Regenerating our approaches to agri-food systems 
There is a dire need to regenerate ecosystems across the world to ensure liveable and 
healthy worlds for humans and non-humans alike. Global agri-food systems are currently 
environmentally polluting and socially destructive, limiting the reality of achieving such 
a vision for health (Willett et al., 2019). The systems of global production, 
manufacturing, transportation, marketing and consumption of food and fibre have 
become well known for their flaws. Environmental degradation from chemical fertilizer 
use, pesticides, herbicides, soil degradation and erosion, water pollution and 
deforestation has become the environmental cost of industrially produced food (Willett 
et al., 2019). The social cost of this system has similarly been normalized. High 
accessibility of unhealthy, processed convenience foods or low accessibility to healthy 
food (or adequate quantity) has contributed to obesity and undernutrition in consumers 
(Swinburn et al., 2019). Food producers have similarly faced increasingly unjust and 
uncaring systems leading to struggles for farmers to remain profitable and reduced farmer 
wellbeing (Holt-Giménez, 2017). Meanwhile, an estimated 1.3.billion tonnes of food, 
approximately one third of global food production, is wasted every year (Gustavsson et 
al., 2011).  
The story of where and how we get our food and fibre has been narrated by global markets 
and economics, twisting food and agriculture into a vastly contested and political topic. 
The modern agri-food system, driven by a capitalist paradigm, has become cemented as 
a space of exploitation, conflict, and increasingly, a space of contestation and resistance 
(Holt-Giménez, 2017). As such, the legitimacy of industrial agricultural methods of food 
production are increasingly being questioned, particularly, as climate change compounds 
the existing social, economic and ecological pressures (Vermeulen et al., 2012). There is 
also a need to rethink at a fundamental level, the way we approach ecosystems (Alkon, 
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2013). The current reductionist approach to the environment silos the world so that we 
attempt to manage ecosystems as if they were made from distinct, unrelated processes.  
Re-evaluating how we think about change and solutions to crisis is difficult. In the 
context of the agri-food system, alternatives to the status quo are often problematically 
subject to an economic reductionist critique (Tregear, 2011). But recently there have been 
calls to use socio-ethical approaches as a way of guiding radical systemic change 
(Gottschlich and Bellina, 2017). One such concept is a more-than-human ethic of care. 
Paying more attention to concepts such as a more-than-human ethic of care is needed in 
our agri-food systems as it enables a re-evaluation of the world through a relational lens. 
This lens reveals more than just human focused desires and needs for care. Such concepts 
can transform the way we think academically about change by providing a values-based 
construction for a new critical academic discourse for food and the agri-food economy 
(Gottschlich and Bellina, 2017). But care is also woven into the everyday, on the ground 
realities of these systems. It becomes both a tool of analysing transformation, and a tool 
of propelling system transformation.   
Recent decades have seen the emergence and growing popularity of ecological farming 
practices such as regenerative farming, agroecology and permaculture as alternatives to 
industrial farming models. These practices are methods of farming that have fundamental 
respect for biological, social and cultural diversity (Dahlberg, 1994; Holmgren, 2013; 
Gliessman, 2016). The rise of these practices in New Zealand signals the mounting 
pressure for the country’s agri-food system to transition to a more sustainable form. In 
particular, regenerative agriculture has emerged in recent years as a new pioneering, yet 
controversial approach towards primary industry change across the country.  
This research looks at care in regenerative agriculture by looking with care. A feminist 
political ecology approach is used to explore how a more-than-human ethic of care exists 
within regenerative spaces and the ways in which it is changing the system. Regenerative 
agriculture is considered to be an ecologically and socially minded form of food 
production that aims to regenerate rather than just sustain humans and our ecological 
worlds. But if care can be transformative, does regenerative agriculture contain care in a 
way that drives it to create the change that we seek? This research investigates how 
regenerative agriculture, as a new and evolving space in the New Zealand’s primary 
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industries, can aid humans in reforming their conceptualisations of more-than-human 
environments. Therefore, it is significant to understand how this seemingly more holistic 
approach could shift the social norms of how we practice, think about, and care through 
everyday practices that create ‘agriculture’.   
1.2 Context 
 A brief introduction to regenerative agriculture  
Since approximately 38% of the earth’s surface is used for pasture and cropping, 
regenerative agriculture has the potential to make globally significant impacts 
(FAOSTAT, 2020). The term “regenerative organic” was first coined in the 1980’s by 
Robert Rodale as a holistic approach to farming that included social and economic 
improvements alongside environmental benefits (Rodale Institute, 2019). Regenerative 
agriculture has been developed in grassroots, predominantly farmer-led spaces, over the 
past several decades as a systems design approach to agriculture that is a step beyond 
sustainability. As ‘sustainable’ means ‘self-sustaining’, to be regenerative is to 
continually improve the health of ecosystems. It is this feature of regenerative agriculture 
which drives Rhodes (2017) to label it as imperative in addressing the issues created by 
existing agricultural practices that cannot be adequately addressed by ‘sustainable’ 
practices alone.  
While many different organisations and research institutes now use the recently 
popularized terminology, how regenerative agriculture is defined remains contentious. 
Some organisations have attempted to define regenerative agriculture for specificity, 
consistency, and market purposes. For example, The Carbon Underground have created 
a standardized definition that has hundreds of companies, organisations, and scientists as 
signatories. Their definition for regenerative agriculture is: 
… a holistic land management practice that leverages the power of 
photosynthesis in plants to close the carbon cycle, and build soil health, crop 
resilience and nutrient density. (The Carbon Underground, 2017, p.1). 
This is a basic level definition that is embedded in a mechanical and practice-based 
approach. At this technical level, soil is the focus (Masters, 2019). Practices such as 
minimizing soil disturbance, keeping the soil covered, integrating livestock, creating crop 
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diversity and maintaining living roots in the soil year-round are seen as a pathway for 
restoring the chemistry of dirt to the biology of soil (Brown, 2018). Restoring soil health 
also has implications for restoring the water cycle, carbon sequestration and on farm 
physical resilience (Brown, 2018; Masters, 2019). Soils are weaned off heavy use of 
fertilisers and increased biodiversity is substituted for pesticides in order to keep plants 
healthy (LaCanne and Lundgren, 2018). As such, farm inputs decrease, creating larger 
profit margins for farmers (Brown, 2018; LaCanne and Lundgren, 2018). 
This focus on soil health is not a new concept. Indigenous groups all over the world and 
throughout history have recognised the important links between good soil and good food 
production (White, 2020). So, while the term has western connotations, the concepts 
behind it are not so linear or singular in their development. Regardless, The Carbon 
Underground claim that creating a universal definition of regenerative agriculture is 
necessary to protect the phrase from being watered down amongst this growing 
popularity. Large multinational corporations, while only very recently, have begun to 
make commitments to sourcing regeneratively grown products indicating a strong 
popularization and commercialization of the term. For example, General Mills has 
committed to advancing regenerative agriculture on one million acres of farmland by 
2030 (General Mills, 2021), PepsiCo announced it aims to spread regenerative farming 
practices across seven million acres of land by 2030 (PepsiCo, 2021) and Nestlé has 
committed to spending the equivalent of $3 billion NZD to ‘spark’ regenerative 
agriculture across the company’s supply chain (Nestlé, 2021). There are, however, 
concerns about greenwashing from these large multinationals and there are variations as 
to how regenerative agriculture is defined (if at all) in their sustainability plans and 
reports.  
However, it is common for smaller organisations or NGO’s to have developed a set of 
regenerative principles that exist alongside and guide the use of technical practices. It is 
these groups that often argue that there is no set definition but an ethos that guides 
regenerative agriculture and therefore the practices used to regenerate ecosystem health. 
This can also vary between groups however, in both the specificity as well as the number 
of principles identified. For example, Rodale Institute defines seven ‘tendencies’ toward 
regenerative agriculture (Rodale Institute, 2019) which are similar to the six principles 
of regenerative design used by New Zealand consultancy and think tank, Ata 
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Regenerative (Jellie, 2020). These principles include far more embodied and holistic 
concepts than those used in technical definitions such as pluralism, peace, potential, 
mutualism and evolution. But even these principles are evolving over time. For example, 
in 2016, Terra Genesis highlighted seven principles for regenerative agriculture that 
covered the holistic, non-liner, reciprocal and context-specific, yet developmental nature 
of regenerative agriculture (Soloviev and Landua, 2016). But in 2017, the organisation 
re-wrote a definition that reduced these concepts into just four principles from which 
emerge eight key practices (Terra Genesis International, n.d.). When regenerative 
agriculture is conceptualised though these principle-based frameworks it is viewed as a 
diverse process that focuses on outcomes. As such, it enables regenerative agriculture to 
be applied differently across bioregions and farm contexts. These principles can then also 
be applied to people or systems, making the conceptualisation of ‘ecosystem 
regeneration’ also about promoting potential in families, communities, and broader 
society in a way that more strongly reflects Robert Rodale’s original definition.  
While regenerative agriculture means different things to different people, it is directed 
toward creating a more engaged and appropriate version of food production than the 
current system provides. It is this feature that is underpinning such international attention 
and popularity. As the term has begun to arise in New Zealand agricultural spaces, it is 
important to investigate how it has potential to change the way the country’s agri-food 
system functions.  
 New Zealand food systems in crisis 
New Zealand’s export-orientated agriculture sector has historically been underpinned by 
a strong productivism ideology and a moral imperative to ‘feed the world’ (Rosin, 2012). 
After European settlement, New Zealand was seen as a colonial food basket for Britain 
during the 1800’s to late 1900’s (Campbell, 2020). After the World Wars, advances in 
agricultural science and technologies, as well as the plunder of phosphate from island 
nations like Nauru, allowed the ‘grasslands revolution’ (Brooking et al., 2002). As a 
result, the landscape was transformed through the conversion of 51 per cent of the 
country’s surface area to exotic pasture by 1970s, with sheep numbers peaking at 70 
million in 1982 (Brooking et al., 2002). There was a glorification of this ‘success’ of 
modernist agricultural science that ‘tamed’ the wild lands of Aotearoa and rendered 
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invisible the ecological damage and colonising nature of such a system (Brooking et al., 
2002; Brooking and Pawson, 2010; Campbell, 2020). 
However, this modernist system hit a crisis when in the 1970-80’s Britain began to 
unwind from reliance on its colonial trade connections (Campbell, 2020). New Zealand’s 
system was forced to substantially reconfigure its economic system to remove itself from 
crisis. The government saw neoliberalising agriculture as the solution, rolling back its 
previously strong supportive ties to the industry. Critics note that this process had major 
negative impacts on farm incomes, debt levels and drove significant stress into rural 
communities. The period became known as the ‘rural downturn’ (Haggerty et al., 2009). 
This economic crisis was also partnered with dramatic shifts in approaches to 
environmental management from state-centered to consumer- and industry-driven 
regulation (Haggerty et al., 2009).  
Since these shocks, New Zealand agriculture entered a new phase of intensification 
where stocking units, fertilizer, pesticide use, food stock inputs and animal productivity 
have all increased (MacLeod and Moller, 2006). Dairy farming in particular epitomized 
this shift (Tall and Campbell, 2018). However, the social and ecological cost of this 
farming approach is becoming increasingly evident. The early 2000’s saw public debate 
develop over the environmental impacts of intensification. In particular, the ‘dirty 
dairying’ debate emerged to counter the country’s ‘clean green’ reputation (Blackett and 
Le Heron, 2008). The debate targeted the dairy industry as a key contributor to 
environmental degradation. Notably, some of the most contentious environmental issues 
have been those concerning water quality and allocation. Water has been the subject of 
multiple public campaigns by environmental groups such as Greenpeace, Forest and 
Bird, and Choose Clean Water NZ in recent years, advocating for “swimmable rivers”, a 
topic of political influence in the 2017 and 2020 general elections. Farmers in New 
Zealand, once considered the influential ‘backbone of the nation’ (Campbell, 2020), have 
suffered from a reduced social license and a strengthening urban-rural divide. This 
politicisation has slowed productive discussion and progress towards solutions as farmers 
feel subject to unfair government regulation that is driven by urban voting demands (One 
News, 2019; McRae, 2020; Anderson, 2021).  
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Approaches to environmental management focus predominantly on technological fixes 
or reactive environmental management to agri-food pollution. These include local 
measures such as pushing for ‘best practice’ riparian planting to reduce nutrient pollution 
from run-off into waterways (e.g. MGM Governance Group, 2015), industry led research 
into reducing methane emissions from cows (NZAGRC, n.d.), and considerations for 
carbon accounting that includes agricultural emissions (Rosin, 2012). Despite this, 
ecological health continues to worsen. In early 2019, the Ministry for the Environment 
and Statistics NZ released their State of Environment report Environment Aotearoa 
which provided a sobering stock take of the continuing decline of environmental health 
throughout the country. Declining freshwater quality, soil loss, and severely threatened 
biodiversity were among the main issues in the report and these impacts have largely 
been attributed to the effects of the agrifood system (MfE and Stats NZ, 2019).  
As New Zealand approaches a crossroad between economic prosperity, environmental 
degradation, and the impacts of climate change, we can see it as one of a series of 
agricultural crises that have occurred over the country’s history. While there is agreement 
across government and industry that a significant transition process in the agri-food 
industry will have to be undertaken, the current approach to deal with crisis uses mostly 
reformative change over addressing the root cause of environmental, social and economic 
issues. These histories of the past and stories of the present agricultural crisis in New 
Zealand create the context for the system into which regenerative agriculture is emerging. 
As an approach that aims to create strong environmental, social and economic outcomes, 
regenerative agriculture works to move beyond the recent polarity of environmentalism 
and agriculture.  
 Regenerative agriculture in New Zealand 
For several years there have been farmers in New Zealand who have pursued regenerative 
agriculture, many even before the practices were associated with the term. The practices 
often overlap with other ecological farming methods such as permaculture, biodynamics 
or organics. However, in the past few years, regenerative agriculture has become 
something of a buzz word within the industry. Interest in the term and its associated 
practices increased dramatically across 2019-2020 with media articles, field days and 
educational content rapidly emerging on the topic (Burns, 2020). Epitomising this growth 
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in popularity, in April 2020 a Central Otago farm practicing regenerative agriculture 
featured on an episode of the iconic New Zealand television show Country Calendar. 
This was one of the first times that regenerative agriculture was plunged into a public 
spotlight. The show received much attention from public and industry and as such, 
interest but also confusion (and opposition) about the term swelled.  
Confusion over the term in New Zealand originates from several grey areas. The first 
relates to how regenerative agriculture is defined. Many people and industry bodies want 
a definition to create certainty and clarity around the term. Others argue that the benefits 
for regenerative agriculture come from the flexibility of the term and defining it would 
box it in, removing space for creativity and innovation. Second, the claims of 
environmental, social and economic benefits for regenerative agriculture are often a point 
of contention. At present, there is limited scientific research to support the claims of 
carbon sequestration, increased biodiversity, crop health, increased farmer income and 
so on. Studies that do exist are primarily based in overseas contexts which leads to New 
Zealand-based critics to doubt the success of such farming practices being implemented 
here. Thus, there are concerns about the risks of transposing a term that originated in 
North America into a New Zealand context and climate.  
Third, a strong counter argument to regenerative agriculture is that New Zealand farms 
are already some of the most sustainable (if not already regenerative) in the world. For 
example, New Zealand is known for its pastoral farming and has naturally carbon rich 
soils (Rowarth et al., 2020). This contrasts to the industrial feed-lots and heavily depleted 
soils of the American plains and therefore carbon sequestration narrative that 
regenerative agriculture is strongly associated with overseas. Indeed, there are existing 
common place practices in New Zealand that are considered regenerative, such as 
rotational grazing. However, the degraded state of our environment and trends for 
biodiversity, water quality and soil erosion (MfE and Stats NZ, 2019) would argue that 
regardless, being the ‘best in the world’ does not equate to no room for improvement.  
Therefore, to address these concerns there is agreement from most parties in the industry 
that New Zealand needs to define its own form of regenerative agriculture, often arguing 
that this should include a Māori lens (Grelet and Lang, 2021). The need to create a New 
Zealand version however is also driven by its potential to tap into overseas markets 
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seeking regeneratively farmed products. As an export orientated economy, the New 
Zealand agricultural industry wants to make sure that if regenerative agriculture does 
continue to rise in popularity, there is a unique, marketable story for production. This 
creates a pathway for New Zealand to cement itself as a world leader of sustainably 
produced food and fibre and particularly as a sustainable meat and dairy producer for 
elite markets (Ministry for Primary Industries, 2020).  
The vision for a sustainable food future for New Zealand is being reshaped from 
grassroots to government. The Fit for a Better World report released by Ministry for 
Primary Industries, (2020) included regenerative agriculture as part of a pathways to 
transformational sustainability. But despite some government support, there has been 
significant industry backlash that sees regenerative agriculture as a threat to the status 
quo and industrial interests. This backlash has varied from anti-regenerative publications 
to letters written to government officials about the ‘mythology’ of regenerative 
agriculture (see appendix A). 
Since the emergence and integration of regenerative agriculture into New Zealand’s agri-
food space has been rapid, it is important to engage with the regenerative movement to 
understand its potential to encourage transformation. Listening to and understanding the 
perspectives and rationales of regenerative actors is a critical part of this process. 
Regenerative agriculture has the potential to reduce the environmental impact of New 
Zealand’s food production, while improving social and economic outcomes. However, 
for radical transformation to occur, New Zealand’s agri-food system also needs to 
embody a more relational and interdependent understanding of socio-ecological 
relationships through food and agriculture. Renegotiating socio-ecological relationships 
so that they are infused with care can underpin a transition of the agri-food industry to a 
new paradigm of regeneration.  
1.3 Aim and research questions 
The aim of this study is to explore the possibility of regenerative agriculture to create 
political and social space for transformative change in New Zealand’s agri-food system. 
The study will be guided by two main research questions and an exploratory question 
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that support this research aim while recognising the importance of socio-ecological 
relationships for this transformation. This project asks: 
1. What components of a (more-than-human) ethic of care exist in regenerative 
agricultural spaces? 
2. How are regenerative agriculture actors reshaping the culture of food production 
and agriculture though an ethic of care? 
Exploratory question: 
What possibility is there for a transformational ethic of care based in regenerative 
agriculture to be activated beyond the agricultural sector? 
This research will provide a better understanding of the care-based values underlying 
regenerative agriculture and how they are effective in creating transformative change for 
both individuals and their wider communities. The research contributes to understanding 
how such transformative values function in these spaces and what support structures are 
required to allow more farmers to transition to regenerative agriculture. Ultimately, the 
research contributes to ongoing discussions about how regenerative agriculture fits into 
the vision for a more ecologically, socially and economically sustainable agri-food future 
in New Zealand.    
 
1.4 Overview and structure of the thesis 
Chapter 2 sets up the theoretical scope for this thesis. This includes the justification for 
using a more-than-human ethic of care framework for analysing system transformation. 
Chapter 3 explains the research design, including methodology and methods used.  
Chapter 4, 5 and 6 are mixed results and discussion chapters. Chapter 4 begins with the 
fundamental argument of this thesis: that ‘being regenerative’ is a mindset. What makes 
regenerative agriculture transformational is this mindset that accompanies it rather than 
the technical practices alone. This mindset is pulled apart to explore how it is relational 
and embodies a more-than-human ethic of care. There are two key features of this 
mindset. These are regenerative relationships and regenerative decision-making. These 
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features intertwine and interrelate so that regenerative actors are thinking differently but 
also being and doing differently through farm practices, as well as aspects of their 
personal lives. Therefore, in setting up what a regenerative mindset is, this chapter sets 
up how it challenges the culture of food production in agriculture. Particularly, this 
chapter notes the way being regenerative has implications for identity and wellbeing.  
Chapter 5 takes the regenerative mindset and explores how it expands beyond the 
individual to be embedded in a collaborative ethos. This chapter argues that the culture 
of food production is changing as the regenerative mindset is woven into social networks 
of the agricultural system. This argument is supported by three different examples of 
collaboration that were found to be exhibited by the regenerative movement. The first is 
the flexibility, inclusivity, and diversity of the movement, the second is the display of 
collective responsibility, and the third is the community networks of support and 
knowledge sharing. These examples show how the regenerative mindset challenges the 
status quo of the agriculture system by encouraging completed care cycles that favour 
collaboration over competition.  
Chapter 6 turns to a systems-scale view of agriculture and how the regenerative mindset, 
set up in the previous two chapters, can have impact on this scale. The example used here 
focuses on how regenerative actors are creating spaces to shift systems of knowledge in 
agriculture. In the current agricultural system, science is viewed as dominant knowledge. 
Yet many of the relationships that regenerative actors form with the more-than-human 
mean that they also value knowledge from interaction and human experience. Therefore, 
the first half of this chapter explores how regenerative agriculture may be creating space 
for new epistemologies to be integrated into agricultural systems. The second half of the 
chapter then explores the future of both the regenerative movement and ‘being 
regenerative’. The challenges and possibilities moving forward within agriculture are 
briefly covered followed by examples of how the regenerative mindset can move beyond 
agriculture entirely.  
Chapter 7 concludes the thesis by synthesising the key discussions of chapters 4, 5 and 6 







Care-fully rethinking agri-food system 
transformation:  
A theoretical review 
2.1 Introduction  
It is widely agreed that systemic change is required for the long-term sustainable 
transformation of food systems (e.g. see Johnston et al., 2009; Levkoe, 2011; Widener 
and Karides, 2014; Allen, 2014; Haynes-Maslow and Salvador, 2015; Moragues-Faus 
and Marsden, 2017). Yet the politics of change are always complex and challenging. The 
global agri-food system is embedded strongly in chaotic socio-ecological worlds and thus 
how to go about achieving systemic change has become a heavily contested question.  
Alternative food initiatives (AFI’s) which emerge in response to this need for change are 
often cast as being either neoliberal or radical, an argument which is founded upon 
simplified notions of justice. Such efforts to oppose the dominant food regime are 
critiqued - their practices argued to sometimes reinforce the existing power structures 
they contest (Guthman, 2008). This critique has commonly been embedded in political 
economics and thus viewed transformative change through a political economic lens 
(Tregear, 2011). Consequently, there have been calls to expand the theoretical 
approaches used to engage with food system change to bridge the gap this binary creates. 
However, how to work within this middle space has not yet been solidified within 
literature. This review argues that relational conceptualisations of care have potential for 
a more productive analysis of transformation in this middle space.  
In this chapter, I begin by briefly investigating how recent literature has been critical of 
the potential for AFI’s to create long term sustainable change. Section 2.2 highlights the 
role of justice as a concept that underpins the motivation for many AFI’s but also 
illustrates how it limits the way we holistically understand transformation itself.  It is 
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here that I highlight the need for a different approach that can more adequately link our 
social and ecological worlds. 
Next, I focus on two key theoretical areas that underpin this research. The first is literature 
on geographies of care rooted in feminist political thought.  Feminist geography literature 
provides a more relational construction of justice in the conceptualization of alternative 
food systems.  But care is inherently relational (Lawson, 2007) and section 2.3 develops 
the argument that an ethic of care builds upon relational justice to provide a fresh 
perspective through which to view transformation.  
The second theoretical area is how humans relate to our ecological worlds. The 
transformation of food systems is a socio-ecological issue. It has been well recognised 
for some time that there is a desperate need for a paradigm shift in how we conceive 
humanity’s socio-ecological relationships if we are to tackle such environmental 
problems on a scale and depth appropriate to the crises we face (Schumacher, 1973; Orr, 
2002). Therefore, section 2.4 discusses the merits (and limits) of deconstructing binaries 
where they have been formed between nature and society. This extends to cover the 
potential of more-than-human perspectives for addressing environmental issues but also 
acknowledges the vitality of indigenous cultures who often already conceptualize the 
world through similar lenses.  
An ethic of care and socio-ecological relationships are argued to intersect in a way which 
can provide beneficial and constructive ways for re-conceptualizing the traditional 
academic approach to transformational food politics. Care has traditionally been viewed 
as a human centered process of relationality (McEwan and Goodman, 2010). However, 
care can be enacted through co-produced socio-ecological relations in a way that begins 
to diverge from such static humanism. Both care and socio-ecological relationships are 
broad and well-developed disciplines and thus cannot be covered in their entirety within 
the scope of this review. However, these areas of research focus our attention on the 
multiplicity of relationships in a more-than-human world and their impacts on the way 
we conceptualize transformation in our agri-food systems.  
Thus, the final section of this review turns specifically to how these two disciplines 
emerge within with context of agriculture. As a vital component of the agri-food system, 
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transformation away from destructive forms of agriculture is essential for reinventing an 
alternative system of food production. More-than-humanism and care in agriculture will 
be examined in this final section in order to provide insight into how these ideas have so 
far been meshed together within academic literature.  
 
2.2 Transformational food politics: Shaping the need for care 
frameworks 
The world’s current agri-food systems are associated with destructive practices. 
Environmental degradation from land use change, chemical use, and water 
overextraction or pollution has become common (Willett et al., 2019). Exploitative and 
discriminative patterns of utilizing people and culture have similarly emerged and been 
normalized as the social cost (Haynes-Maslow and Salvador, 2015). To adequately 
address these issues in our current agri-food system there needs to be transformation of 
the system itself. Thus, transformational food politics is a study of transformative 
processes “…that move beyond making slight changes to the current agri-food system 
towards a reconceptualization of both the root of current dilemmas and of the solutions 
that will address them” (Levkoe, 2011, p.689). Transformation inherently includes 
shifting the interrelations between social, political, cultural, financial and physical 
aspects of the system and the worlds they are embedded within to obtain different 
outcomes (Rickards and Howden, 2012). Deliberate physical and qualitative changes to 
the structure of the system are required as well as shifts in the psycho-social processes 
that uphold it, such as particular norms, values and priorities (O’Brien, 2012).  
However, ‘success’ in creating transformative change has proven to be somewhat of a 
dilemma. Transformative processes in food systems have mostly been analysed as 
objects of political economic geographies where ‘the local trap’ (Born and Purcell, 2006) 
and the conventionalization of alternatives (Goodman et al., 2011) have become 
significant challenges for alternative agri-food groups. Most literature on transforming 
agri-food systems has been done from consumer views which is exemplified by the heavy 
critique on alternatives such as Fairtrade, farmers markets, community gardens or other 
consumer-based changes to promote system sustainability (e.g. Allen and Kovach, 2000; 
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Born and Purcell, 2006; Levkoe, 2011; Shannon, 2014; Moragues‐Faus, 2017). For 
example, these critiques often argue that unreflexive localism reinforces existing societal 
power structures (Johnston et al., 2009; Levkoe, 2011).  
Focusing on the consumer also creates an individualised responsibility for justice in the 
agri-food system. This is problematic as the action of individuals turning away from the 
dominant food regime in favour of alternatives does not act to dismantle the dominant 
system. Instead, it is only reinforced for those without the social and economic privilege 
to participate in such detachment from unjust ‘contaminated’ systems of food production 
(Born and Purcell, 2006; Alkon, 2013; Widener and Karides, 2014). This argument has 
restricted debates in food literature to the politics and economics of food transformation, 
focusing on alternative agri-food systems as either neoliberal or radical (Giménez and 
Shattuck, 2011; Allen, 2014). In contrast, McClintock (2014) argues that there is a 
dialectical relationship between the processes of capitalism and resistance to its 
expansion that means AFI’s can be both neoliberal and radical at the same time. 
However, the overall framing of this argument remains strongly embedded within a 
political economic paradigm.  
Tregear (2011) argues that conceptualising AFI’s as movements that struggle against 
capitalism is partly representative of the Marxist political economy approach commonly 
used to explain micro-level arrangements of power within in large-scale political 
economic structures. Guthman (2008) provides an example of agri-food activism to show 
that they are embedded in processes of neoliberalism and globalisation. While this 
approach is important for analysing power relations of societal structures, Tregear argues 
that this theoretical focus casts uncertainty on the effectiveness of AFI’s to create change. 
The focus of social science on global economic processes overlooks the potential for 
spaces of learning and possibility (Gibson-Graham and Roelvink, 2010). In general, the 
creation of an impasse in academic literature on alternative agri-food systems is hindering 
the progression of research into the void between knowing what transformation is needed 
and actually achieving it.    
Lamine et al. (2019) argue that to push beyond the ‘conceptual and binary impasse’ 
between political economy and AFI literature requires additions to collective knowledge 
and a “jettisoning [of] old binaries between ‘alternative’ and ‘conventional’ agri-food 
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systems” (Lamine et al., 2019, p.3). Tregear (2011) similarly speaks of the need to push 
boundaries of theoretical approaches to transformative food politics. So, what boundaries 
are to be advanced? In Levkoe's (2011) urge for collective subjectivities and the 
refocusing away from the individual as the primary agent of change, he argues for the 
collective to be (re)empowered through the development of an understanding of agency 
and responsibility beyond purchasing power. This represents a shift away from an 
individualised conceptualisation of justice as the foundation of agri-food system change. 
On a similar note, Gibson-Graham and Roelvink (2010) argue that "the needs of animals, 
plants, soils and water sources, for example, have become a matter of concern that is 
reorganizing the food production industry" and therefore marks the positioning of ethics 
within the economics of the Anthropocene (2010, p.334). Socio-ethical concepts are 
increasingly considered essential to guiding radical systemic change and constructing 
sustainable food futures (Gottschlich and Bellina, 2017).  
This research therefore builds from the argument that a more-than-human ethic of care 
may serve as a more adequate method for analysing how agri-food initiatives can be 
transformative and therefore be a pathway for achieving a paradigm of regeneration. 
Using an ethic of care to underpin change can provide a values-based construction of a 
new critical discourse for food and the agri-food economy (Gottschlich and Bellina, 
2017).  
 
2.3 Geographies of care  
Given the call for expanding the way we think about transformative change within food 
systems, this section reviews the literature of geographies of care and argues that an ethic 
of care is a useful lens for revealing and understanding societal change. Geographies of 
care have been developed though the relational approaches of feminist geographies in 
recent decades. Defining a care ethic, Fisher and Tronto (1990) write that it is 
…everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that 
we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, 
ourselves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a 
complex, life-sustaining web (p.40). 
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As a brief and by no means extensive review of geographies of care, there are three key 
concepts of care identified here. These are: 1) that care is collaborative; 2) care is 
relational and therefore has inherent power dynamics and; 3) distance is often 
(problematically) considered a barrier to care based relations. It is acknowledged that 
justice has traditionally been vital concept in determining analyses of transformation. 
Individualized notions of justice are inadequate for providing fuller, networked 
understandings of transformation (Held, 2006). However, feminist authors have 
connected spaces of justice, morality and responsibility within analyses of care ethics 
(McEwan and Goodman, 2010). Thus, an ethic of care is to an extent supported by a 
relational form of justice, and references to these connections are noted where relevant 
in this section. But, these three concepts that are inherent to an ethic of care show the 
qualities of care that give it the potential to contribute to a practice of societal 
transformation in a way that justice alone cannot (Held, 2006). 
 Understanding a feminist ethic of care  
The first component of care to be discussed is that care is based on connectedness to 
others, mutual trust, and co-operation rather than competition (Popke, 2006). This makes 
care an intimately collaborative concept. Importantly, it is this aspect of collaboration 
and interconnection that brings care to intersect most strongly with more relational 
conceptualisations of justice. For example Young (2006) creates a model of social 
connection to address responsibility for structural injustice. She argues that individuals 
who contribute by their actions to unjust outcomes have a shared responsibility for the 
structural injustice that results. Young argues that this responsibility can only be 
discharged through collective action. Similarly, the collaborative nature of care to focus 
on interdependence over individualisation (like Young does in her model) innately 
positions care as a natural progression beyond individualized notions of justice that base 
rights on a sense of moral desert (the ethical concept that all people deserve rights because 
of their existence) (Tronto, 1995).  The creation of greater forms of care in society, or in 
other words, collaborative approaches to care, should be perceived as an alternative to 
individualized justices as it is within the self-interest of people to be in a ‘completed’ 
cycle of care that stretches across communities, institutions and societies (Tronto, 1995).  
Thus, the embeddedness of care as a theory and practice of interrelation makes it more 
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adequate than mechanistic forms of justice for conceptualising the nuanced and varied 
interactions that create society (Held, 2006).  
Second, is the foundational principle that care is based on unequal interrelations between 
subjects of being. This idea is seen through the focus of feminist geographies of care in 
ethical consumption or care work such as women in the household, care of the elderly 
and sick, and hospice care (McEwan and Goodman, 2010). Care is based around 
relationships of differing power between the carer and the cared for. Naturally, political 
economy and intersections of gender, class, ethnicity and so on, are brought into these 
analyses of power (McEwan and Goodman, 2010). However, care has traditionally been 
marginalised from society and made exclusive to private space relations (such as in the 
household). This marginalization of care is a deeply political act which feminist 
geographers note has been driven by neoliberal changes in political and economic 
structures (McEwan and Goodman, 2010).  Contemporary relational geographies of 
emotion and responsibility instead bring ‘the political’ into ‘the social’ to produce 
complex networks of interrelations between subjects of care that span both the personal 
and public realms (McEwan and Goodman, 2010). 
Therefore, an ethic of care is argued to incorporate politics in a way individualised justice 
does not because it exposes interrelationships between subjects as being conduits of 
power. Tronto (2012) discusses the multi-directional nature of relationships of care and 
responsibility and how actions of “assigning, accepting, deferring, deflecting, and 
meeting responsibility involves power” (p. 308). As such, Lawson (2007) sees an ethic 
of care as being based in a social ontology of connection where “social relations of love, 
connection, mutuality, commitment and so on are not idealized terrain, rather they are 
fraught with power relations” (p.7). In the context of post-colonial studies, Raghuram et 
al. (2009) and Noxolo et al. (2012) discuss the need to re-think care and responsibility 
beyond its traditional conceptualisation of dependence-based practices. This approach is 
important for addressing the injustices created by colonialism by framing both post-
colonial relations and the care they require as co-produced. Interrelations of care can 
therefore embed epistemological power across networks of care-based interdependences 
that influence the way in which we think about change and addressing injustice. This can 
even extend to the dynamics of academic research (Lawson, 2007). 
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Third, to view caring in this way, as something that ‘permeates our experience’ and 
therefore society itself (Fisher and Tronto, 1990, p.35), is to acknowledge that these 
interrelations can be stretched across space. Processes of globalisation have acted to 
interconnect our world over the last few decades in a way that has never been seen before. 
As such, geography has the particular qualities required to bring spatial analysis into the 
discourse of analysing the proximity and distance of care relations. Doreen Massey 
(2004) was one of the first authors who brought together poststructuralist, relational 
reconfigurations of space and identity to interpret a contemporary politics of 
responsibility. Viewing political responsibility as a social relation that is created by 
interactions between urban space, identity and processes of globalisation, Massey 
activates space as a continually evolving arena of practiced social relations. The politics 
of responsibility is cast as a relational approach to global structural injustices (that 
Young’s model of social connection addresses) being integrated into the everyday 
experiences and relations of care that arise from global trade, migrant workers and other 
globalised systems of exchange. 
The choices we make matter and connect us to the lives of others across space through 
the positive or negative impacts those choices cause (Lawson, 2007). The significance of 
scale in care relations is reflected in the problematic foundation of proximity for ethical 
relationships (Pitt, 2018). Distance can act to deconstruct caring relations or as a barrier 
to their formation. This causes disconnect which is critical to the capitalist success of the 
industrialised food system, amongst other exploitative industries. According to Popke 
(2006) there are two options that enable notions of care to transcend the local and cross 
distance. The first is through the notion of justice which is fostered into an ethos of care. 
For example, our responsibility towards others is governed by the set of rules, policies 
and practices that lay out human rights. The second, is more invested in the emotion and 
mutuality of feminist geographies. It places emphasis on care as a feature of being-human 
and therefore embeds the responsibility of care in the recognition of ‘intersubjective’ 
being, rather than justice alone. The difference between these caring-at-a-distance 
practices is in their ontologies of connection: one is based on the individualist justice-
based paradigm. For example, this underlies ethical consumption by placing emphasis on 
consumers acting in “just” ways and in doing so, potentially erodes the relational 
components of justice and collective action. Feminist geographies that place emphasis 
on emotion and mutuality, on the other hand, recognize that care cannot be an individual 
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act. It is this idea of a care ethic as a ‘web’ between subject-beings (Fisher and Tronto, 
1990) that is argued here to be crucial for transformation and also creation of a more-
than-human ethic of care (to be discussed in section 2.4).    
 Care as a politics of transformation 
Before moving on to discuss more-than-humanism, it is important to cover how these 
concepts of care can be seen to have the potential to both reveal and drive change.  One 
of the most obvious starting points is that care is the basis of a framework that can 
challenge neoliberal norms. The interconnected and networked nature of care ethics 
means it helps to question “(neo)liberal principles of individualism, egalitarianism, 
universalism, and of society organized exclusively around principles of efficiency, 
competition, and a ‘‘right’’ price for everything" (Lawson, 2007, p.3; Moriggi et al., 
2020a). Lawson goes on to describe how care ethics ‘resists’ pressures of 
individualisation and privatisation due to its “relational, spatially extensive and public 
dimensions” (2007, p.6).  As a political concept Popke (2006) views care as an alternative 
ethical standpoint from which there is potential to not only “reclaim the social” but also 
“reinscribe the social as a site of ethics and responsibility” (p 510). Feminist geographers 
speak of this reinstatement of care practice from the household into the public realm of 
society as challenging the withdrawal of public support for social welfare and the 
neoliberal market extensions which have encouraged the privatization of caring services 
(Lawson, 2007). This is representative of a shift in viewing care as exclusively having 
exchange value to having relational value. For others, using a care and responsibility 
framework is an opportunity to create a social environment which enables moral political 
thought and encourages good political judgement (Tronto, 1995). A care ethic based on 
interdependence suggests non-hierarchical relationships with other beings in the network 
and therefore acts to partially deconstruct power asymmetries. This may be the power 
asymmetries of political economy or even of less productive framings of responsibility 
that highlight guilt and accountability for past damage (Moriggi et al., 2020a).  
Conradi (2015) provides a strong argument for the connections between a practice of care 
and processes of change. The practice of care is argued to require an understanding of 
how conventional dependence-based care is problematic. Conradi points to the need to 
reconceptualize care to a form that is underpinned by attentiveness rather than respect. It 
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is attentiveness that makes activities of care feel genuine, unbound by expectations of 
reciprocity, yet remaining embedded in the relation between two people (in comparison 
to how autonomy and respect, or justice lies within or is attributed to individuals 
participating in the relationship). Social interactions that are founded on this care practice 
generate attentive interactions and in doing so create possibility for societal 
transformation through noticing need for care and acting accordingly (p.125). 
Participants that are ‘re-doing care’ – participating in a practice of attention and support 
that is beyond the conventional approaches – can contribute toward societal change 
through their interactions with others (Conradi, 2015). Individuals who act differently 
then have potential normalize the different practice. Given the location of care in relations 
between people, the possibility for transformation lies in this same space of interrelation 
(Conradi, 2015).  
Krzywoszynska (2019) builds on this conceptualisation with the theory of care networks. 
Individuals are considered to be surrounded by interdependent relationships with all 
living entities and recognising these connections demands that care-givers attend to these 
networks. Care networks enable the primary object of care to be cared for by their 
surrounding entities, but similarly, as an interdependent network, those entities also 
demand care. Care is argued to be inseparable from attentiveness in this way, as a 
commitment to good care creates “a speculative, probing attentiveness which pushes 
beyond what can be experienced by individual bodies” (2019, p.664). As connections are 
revealed, networks of care are extended “in a potentially unlimited way” (2019, p. 665). 
However, being attentive to the entities of a care network is considered by 
Krzywoszynska to be a process of development: individual embodied experiences with 
others in the network create new ways of understanding the world. But, intellectual 
processes are also vital because not all entities in the care network are directly sense-able 
with human observation (Krzywoszynska, 2019).  
Rethinking care in this way makes the potential for care to provoke societal 
transformation visible. This is because being attentive to relations is often considered 
both a collective and individual learning process (Krzywoszynska, 2019). Diverse 
knowledges that are formed through both avenues interact to explore the construction of 
the care network. But expanding care networks can also act to reframe the field of care 
entities so that its structure shifts “from a pyramidal (primary object/subject of care and 
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all that “serves” it) to a flatter landscape of interconnections” (Krzywoszynska, 2019, 
p.665). This becomes a reframing of paradigm for the primary object/subject of care, and 
a new lens through which to view the world. Moriggi et al. (2020a) has also noted the 
role of care in engaging an emotional awareness that encourages transformative 
imaginaries. Everyday experiences of joy, fear, or hope for the future are discussed as 
crucial determinants of decision-making and these emerge from, and drive practices of 
care (Moriggi et al., 2020a). Conradi (2015) locates the transformative potential of care 
in its ability to bounce between such theory and practice. Reconceptualising theory can 
influence practice, but “critical practice can itself inspire and challenge conventional 
thinking” (Conradi, 2015, p.123). The capability for care to take experiences seriously, 
while being a practice of attentive interaction between people is what provides it with 
societal transformative potential: 
…by trying to improve listening, support, assistance or help, the structural, 
political and organizational barriers to good care (offensive institutionalized 
customs, say) become visible, and as such can be addressed in public 
discourse or by way of careful counteraction. (Conradi, 2015, p.125) 
Concepts such as responsibility can then become framed through a care lens as a present 
and future commitment of what can be done, rather than being tied up in what harm has 
been done in the past (Moriggi et al., 2020a). Forward-looking relationships of care can 
become sites of empowerment as both parties must be given a voice (either physically or 
though attentiveness to the needs of others in the case of non-human beings) for this 
transformation to occur (Moriggi et al., 2020a). This begs the question: if we start putting 
care at the centre of our political decisions, how does this change the outcome? 
Gottschlich and Bellina (2017) argue that care and justice can be viewed as a foundation 
for guiding radical systemic change to construct sustainable food futures. However, these 
socio-ethical concepts that arise in geographies of care need to be integrated into 
relationships between people and the environment to be suitable for a socio-
environmental application such as agriculture. There has been recent work in the area of 
connecting care and relationality to transformations and sustainability (West et al., 2020; 
Biermann, 2021), but it remains a relatively unexplored connection (Moriggi et al., 
2020a). The next section branches into this theoretical area of socio-ecological 
relationships as a vital channel for incorporating an ethic of care into environmental 
issues.  
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2.4 Socio-ecological relationships and more-than-humanism 
 Deconstructing binaries  
In the popular text Small is Beautiful, E.H. Schumacher (1973) attempts to reshape the 
purpose of economics by poignantly referencing how society is dependent on the 
environment: 
Modern man [sic] does not experience himself as a part of nature but as an outside 
force destined to dominate and conquer it. He [sic] even talks of a battle with 
nature, forgetting that, if he won the battle, he would find himself on the losing 
side (p. 3). 
From the outset, it is acknowledged here that the creation of the human/nature binary that 
Schumacher speaks of is one that has developed over time and is rooted in a westernized, 
Eurocentric conceptualisation of  the natural world (Cronon, 1996; Sundberg, 2014). 
‘Modern man’ should not be considered to be an all-encompassing and homogeneous 
group of society (for example, indigenous groups, as discussed in section 2.4.3, do not 
necessarily fit into this presumed collective). However, the analogy remains fit to reflect 
how the perceived separation of nature and society by a least a significant and historically 
dominant group of society has legitimised the exploitation of people and the planet on a 
dangerously grand scale (Alkon, 2013). This conceptualisation of socio-ecological 
relations has been engrained into dominant development discourse. It has proven to be 
destructive to the enactment of collective agency as a response to environmental issues 
and therefore also acts as a barrier to transformative societal change. The disconnection 
between consumers and producers in the agri-food system reflects this gap between 
society and the environment. Allen and Kovach (2000) speak of the alienation of humans 
from nature and the concealment of nature-society relations in conventional agriculture 
as a driver for the rise of the organic agricultural movement.  
In response, a more relational approach to socio-ecological relationships is frequently 
advocated for and resonates with the relationality that underpins an ethic of care (West 
et al., 2020). For example, understanding the natural and the social as a co-produced 
socio-nature has the potential to create a new politics for transformation of the food 
system (Alkon, 2013). Alkon is critical of scholars who argue for reunification of humans 
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and nature as it fails to recognise that society and nature were “always and already 
intractable” (p.663). Orr (2002) also speaks of the need for engagement in “something 
akin to spiritual renewal” (p.1459) in discussions about what it would take for society to 
truly achieve sustainability. Moragues-Faus and Marsden (2017) argue that “a fuller 
analysis of socio-natures might contribute to contesting the agro-industrial model” due 
to its modernist approach of conceiving food and nature as inanimate (p.281). These ideas 
reinforce the need for a more-than-human ontology, which is innately relational, to 
become more centered in debates of social change and transformational politics of 
environmental crises. 
 More-than-humanism  
To begin a discussion of more-than-humanism, it is necessary to look at the development 
of different ideologies and geographies that have approached this discourse. For example, 
Panelli (2010) discusses society/nature relations through three main bodies of thought: 
post-structuralism, post-humanism and indigenous people’s ontologies (the latter of 
which is expanded upon in the next subsection). Panelli describes post-structural thought 
to involve engagement in spaces of the social valuing of nature and non-humans. 
Common in social geographies, there is recognition of diversity of social meanings of 
nature (e.g. see Cronon, 1996) which have historically been integrated into discourse of 
environmental movements and politics for change. Post-human thought on the other 
hand, begins to unravel the human/non-human binary. Post-structural and post-human 
thoughts can be integrated. Panelli notes that “the bases of social meanings, uneven 
power relations and alternative politics” are naturally intertwined with socio-ecological 
relationships and thus “may be enlivened by acknowledging the diversity of ways in 
which social geographies are always more or less involved in more-than-human contexts" 
(2010, p.83–84). 
Blending post-human and post-structuralism together, the discourse of hybrid 
geographies emerges. It strongly blurs the binary of human/non-human, society/nature, 
social/material, subject/object. Or, in the context of care and food systems, the binaries 
of carer/cared for, and production/consumption.  As such, hybrid geographies reject the 
environmental refrain of the ‘outside’ as a perspective from which to view issues such as 
those of the agri-food system (Whatmore, 2002). For example, in analysing hybrid 
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geographies and deep ecologies in environmental management practice, Booth (2013) 
discusses the need for prioritising the relational premise to deconstruct dualisms that 
currently underpin management practice. A relational ontology “sees the interactions of 
people and environment as co-constituting, not in an insubstantial way, but in a way in 
which each has internal bearing upon the other” (Booth, 2013, p.524). 
The need for care to accommodate humans and non-humans is essential for the survival 
of both communities (or the combined singular) in current global socio/environmental 
crises (Beacham, 2018). Applying a more-than-human care ethic as a lens for 
understanding the world provides insight into how it has care needs that have not been 
met sufficiently in the past. For example, the historical dominance of humans over non-
humans and the position of power humans continue to maintain in these connections 
(both those in proximity and across distance) (Pitt, 2018). Beacham (2018) argues that 
an “ethic of care framework serves to problematize hierarchical normative ethical 
frameworks - which place the human at the top or centre - and instead proceeds with a 
vision of a horizonal web of interdependency between all matters" (p. 539). Rethinking 
the order and structure in our world takes the ethos of care previously discussed and uses 
it to reveal power imbalances but also spaces of possibility. This rethinking extends 
beyond the thoughts of humanism and social constructivism which are situated in human 
world to include more-than-human entities into care networks. This therefore includes 
those entities not sense-able to humans but regardless, present, in such networks 
(Krzywoszynska, 2019). As a step further, non-representational theory focuses on how 
relations are features of practice and therefore performed. While Conradi (2015) focuses 
on practices of care as a human performance, Harrison and Anderson (2010) use non-
representational theory to push these boundaries of thinking to create worlds that are 
organised with humans rather than for humans (p. 12). In such a paradigm, humans are 
…envisioned in constant relations of modification and reciprocity with their 
environs, action being understood not as a one way street running from the 
actor to the acted upon, from the active to the passive or mind to matter, but 
as a relational phenomena incessantly looping back and regulating itself 
through feedback phenomena such as proprioception, resistance, balance, 
rhythm and tone; put simply, all action is interaction.  (Harrison and 
Anderson, 2010, p.7, emphasis added). 
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Thus, human and non-human are best perceived to be complex assemblages that are in a 
constant flux of interactions. For example, Tsing (2015) explores the assemblages that 
surround the Matsutake mushroom as a pathway for understanding how relationships and 
stories connect more-than-human entities across time and space. These networks are 
shown to be in a state of constant evolution. Bringing time into these conceptualisations 
of care networks becomes critical. Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) discusses how the different 
understandings of timescale between human and more-than-human worlds can change 
the way we conceptualize human impacts and more intimately, human life. In practice, 
to plan on a more-than-human timescale is to recognise the comparatively fleeting 
lifespan of humans within wider, more pluralistic and enduring timescales of ecosystems. 
Adding a temporal dimension of care to, for example, human-soil relations, helps humans 
to engage with an eco-ethical obligation of care. This is done by revealing “a diversity of 
interdependent temporalities of beings and things, human and not” at the centre of 
dominant timescales for the future which are currently envisioned as linear and 
technoscientific (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017, p.172).  
However, it is important to note here that indigenous peoples across the globe often 
already conceive their position within the environment through this interconnected and 
interdependent lens (Whyte and Cuomo, 2016). The concepts and world views of 
indigenous groups frequently have currency in academic debates on posthumanism and 
ecological crises yet there remains a severe lack of genuine incorporation of indigenous 
people and their knowledge into such academic discussion. Westernised academia thus 
has potential to co-opt indigenous framings by ignoring the historical marginalization of 
indigenous world views that have similarities to what are now portrayed as ‘progressive’ 
schools of thought.  
 Indigenous knowledge 
Post-human geographies provide a useful tool for identifying and critiquing dualisms 
formed between nature and culture but it is vital to understand when employing such 
tools that they are only applicable for the Eurocentric ontologies that they arise from 
(Sundberg, 2014).  Post-human geographies only have power to unpack binaries where 
they have been formed to begin with. The creation of such dualisms between nature and 
culture are not universal and as such, neither is the act of deconstructing binaries. More-
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than-human methodologies and post-humanist geographies “are but one approach in a 
world of inclusive or non-dualistic frameworks, such as those articulated by Indigenous 
scholars” (Sundberg, 2014, p.36). Indigenous thinking is a living and practiced body of 
knowledge cultivated by current and past generations of indigenous peoples and as such, 
indigenous world views greatly pre-date any similar conceptualisations within western 
science and ethics (Panelli, 2010; Todd, 2016). Indeed, indigenous groups have been 
some of the most vocal environmentalists of the past two centuries (Whyte and Cuomo, 
2016).  
Te ao Māori (the Māori worldview) that is embedded in place and the history of Aotearoa 
New Zealand is therefore, highly relevant to this research. Te ao Māori has principles of 
connection and respect beyond the human realm that are embedded in many facets of 
society. For example, whakapapa is considered to be a genealogical framework that 
embraces conceptualisations of ancestry and inheritance from spiritual and material 
worlds: 
Insects and humans, fish and ferns, stars and stones all descend from the 
spiritual realm of the atua, and thus all possess spiritual qualities (such as 
mauri) in addition to their own unique material attributes. This dual 
inheritance applies to all things and, in this context, establishes and 
emphasizes complementary relationships, rather than the oppositional ones 
that exist between more modern juxtapositions, such as the "natural and the 
supernatural," the "living and the nonliving," and the "nature-culture" divide 
(Roberts et al., 2004, p.4). 
As a genealogical framework, Whakapapa is embedded with generations of 
understanding and learnt knowledge (mātauranga Māori – Māori knowledge) about the 
environment (Roberts, 2013). Mātauranga Māori is the collective knowledge that takes 
observations and understandings about the environment, similar to the way science does, 
but explains these changes within the Māori world view (Hikuroa, 2017). This innately 
connects across the boundaries of nature/culture created in western ontologies and 
scientific epistemologies as  
…unlike western science, the purpose of mātauranga is not an end in itself. 
Its ‘laws’, spiritual beliefs and practices (tikanga) that explain and govern the 
relationships between humans and their environmental siblings are values 
based; on respect and reciprocity, aimed at achieving harmony and balance 
between all things (Roberts, 2013, p.116). 
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Therefore, other Māori concepts such as mauri and kaitiakitanga are embedded within 
this interrelated conceptualisation of the environment. Mauri is the lifeforce and energy 
between the physical (land, forests, water) and the spiritual (the life they contain) 
(Huambachano, 2018). Kaitiakitanga is guardianship by humans for their environment 
for the purposes of caring for present and future, human and nonhuman generations 
(Marsden, 2003). As an example, traditional Maori horticulture was built upon a diverse 
knowledge and classification of soil types explained within te ao Māori and whakapapa. 
Practices were performed in coordination with complex management systems that were 
developed to be productive while maintaining respect and spiritual connection 
with Papatūānuku (earth mother), through concepts such as mauri and kaitiakitanga 
(Roskruge, 2011).   
In a contemporary context, first and foremost, te ao Māori holds immense intrinsic value. 
As such, the strategic direction of Aotearoa New Zealand into the future must incorporate 
te ao Māori into its leadership and decision making to create better outcomes for Māori 
and New Zealanders as a whole (Katene, 2013). Furthermore, the values-based world 
view of te ao Māori and mātauranga Māori has important contributions to make to a 
diverse range of aspects in our society (Roberts, 2013). For example, Bargh (2013) 
discusses the role of Māori enterprises in renewable energy contributing towards 
constructing diverse economies (as formulated by Gibson-Graham and Roelvink, 2010). 
Bargh describes how the insights provided by the ethical coordinates of mana (status of 
respect and authority), utu (balance), kaitiakitanga and whakapapa demonstrate 
interconnections of human and non-human worlds being applied within Māori 
enterprises. Spiller (2013) similarly demonstrates how the relational values that underpin 
Māori culture can redesign the purpose of business away from profit alone to include the 
conscious creation of diverse well-beings. The mauri ora (wellbeing) approach creates 
business that is built on a spiritual core, supported by a values systems that involves 
“empathetic relations [that] are not limited not parents and children, but include spiritual, 
ancestral, environmental and human emotional attachments” (Spiller, 2013, p.180). 
These concepts align with those present in an ethic of care and post-human thought as 
they act to create a different way of thinking that can guide Aotearoa New Zealand 
towards a diverse economy and other possible worlds.  
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In environmental management, Aotearoa New Zealand has begun to see the emergence 
of a shifting, or at least more flexible, ontology. A particularly poignant example of the 
interface of te ao Māori with te ao Pākehā is provided by Christine Winter in her 
explanation of mātauranga Māori and concepts of intergenerational environmental justice 
(IEJ). Winter (2019) explains how Māori understand nonhumans as members of the 
community and notes that difference in lifespans between these different members of 
community are reflected in a different ontology of time. The ontological assumption that 
time moves forward in a linear fashion is western in origin. For Māori, Winter describes 
synchronic generations, and suggests that time is represented more appropriately as a 
spiral. Future, present and past are indistinguishable, pressed side-by-side. Generations 
of grandparents, parents and children are “co-existing, the past is always in the present, 
and the future is always in the past… time is neither irrefutably a forward moving 
measurement of space as represented by science, nor an ontologically neutral concept” 
(Winter, 2019, p.5–6). This resonates in the rethinking of temporalities done by Puig de 
la Bellacasa (2017). The importance of shifting ontological scopes to a ‘more-than-
human world’ has become what some would label as ‘indisputable’ because “in times 
binding technosciences with naturecultures, the livelihoods and fates of so many kinds 
and entities on this planet are unavoidably entangled" (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017, p.1).  
The interface of two ontologies which frame conservation differently is reflected in the 
granting of legal personhood to the geo-regions of Te Urewera, Te Awa Tupua 
(Whanganui River system), and Mount Taranaki (in 2014, 2017 and 2018 respectively). 
This is an example of  geontology – an ontology that is all-inclusive of geological forms 
and ecosystems being implemented into western forms of law (Winter, 2019). In another 
example, te Mana o te wai – the ‘mana of the water’ - is understood to be the framework 
which underpins how water should be cared for in New Zealand under renewed National 
Policy Statement for Freshwater (MfE, 2019; New Zealand Government, 2020). These 
show first initial steps of a bridging between te ao Māori and te ao Pākehā to work in 
balance at the intersection of cultures which is the key to creating a “uniquely New 
Zealand contribution to knowledge innovation” (Roberts, 2013, p.117).  
In the context of agriculture, Forster (2013) details the historical shifts in governmentality 
within New Zealand agriculture as an agriculture-kaitiakitanga interface. However, the 
renewed emphasis on kaitiakitanga in New Zealand environmental management 
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discourse since the 1980’s creates a tension for Māori landowners. On the one hand the 
productivist market orientated forms of agriculture that dominate New Zealand’s 
agricultural economy are promoted as sources of economic development. Māori see as 
opportunity to then reinvest in the social and environmental wellbeing of their people 
(Forster, 2013). On the other, is the option of forgoing the productivist mentality to 
pursue kaitiakitanga as a key technique for advancing Maori rights and environmental 
interests. Forster argues that this has possibility to provide a new imaginary for 
landscapes of food production that are based in ancestral connection and find balance 
between socio-political heritage and production of environmental goods and services.  
Critically, achieving ‘substantive kaitiakitanga’ is challenging in the current export 
orientated and productivist market of New Zealand’s agricultural economy (Forster, 
2013).  Therefore, the interface between regenerative agriculture and te ao Māori is 
important to transformative change in New Zealand agri-food systems. This research, 
which attempts to understand a more-than-human ethic of care in a part of New Zealand’s 
food system considers te ao Māori and its contributions to changing the way we think 
about possible futures for agriculture in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
  
2.5 Transformation in agriculture  
It is clear that understanding the natural and the social as co-produced has the potential 
to create a new politics for transformation of the food system (Alkon, 2013). But what is 
defined as transformation in the context of agriculture is varied. Taking a climate change 
lens, Rickards and Howden (2012) define transformational adaptation in agriculture as 
“major, purposeful action undertaken at the farm or supra-farm level in response to 
potential or actual climate change impacts and opportunities in the context of other 
drivers” (p.240). They come to the conclusion that transformative agriculture “reinforces 
the realisation that agricultural research can no longer remain insulated from off-farm, 
non-science or non-agricultural knowledge or processes” (Rickards and Howden, 2012, 
p.247). Similarly, Neufeldt et al. (2013) notes that to create ‘safe operating spaces’ for 
agricultural systems requires “transformational changes in governance, management and 
use of our natural resources that are underpinned by enabling political, social and 
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economic conditions” (p.3). In the New Zealand context, there have even been calls to 
move beyond viewing agriculture as the dominant rural land use so that it can be 
embedded within more holistic conceptualisations of a complex biological economy 
(Campbell et al., 2009). 
The re-organisation of land-use and food production systems is essential to addressing 
ecological crisis, making agriculture a critical site of change and response (Roux-Rosier 
et al., 2018). Ecological forms of farming that are alternative to the reductionist, 
productivist paradigms currently common in industrial practices have emerged or 
strengthened in recent decades. The emergence of regenerative agriculture is one such 
example. Regenerative agriculture is encouraging a different way of doing agriculture 
yet has also been observed to provoke differing ways of being through agriculture. The 
ways in which care and more-than-humanism has been explored in agriculture is briefly 
covered here as a preface to how regenerative agriculture has been embedded with 
political and transformative narratives to date. 
  More-than-human care in agriculture 
Caring and more-than-humanism in the context of sustainability is not a new concept in 
western academic literature. For example, there have been discussions of sustainability 
and caring economies (Schildberg, 2014; Pla-Julián and Guevara, 2019), approaches 
(including posthuman) to bioeconomies (Le Heron et al., 2016), and care and 
responsibility-based transformation for addressing climate change (Tschakert and St. 
Clair, 2013). In the context of agriculture specifically, care has previously been 
incorporated through the practice of caring farms (Leck et al., 2014) and it has been 
applied to commercial pig farming (Curry, 2002). This thesis takes a different approach 
to integrate care into agriculture compared to such care farm literature. Rather than 
segregating care to the human realm, this thesis views agriculture and agri-food 
movements as sites of intersection of radical re-evaluations of socio-ecological 
relationships though care. These can become sites of political mobilisation of such socio-
ethical concepts. Gottschlich and Bellina (2017) make a strong call for incorporating a 
lens of care into how agriculture is understood and practiced as it “fundamentally changes 
how it embodies human-human-nature relations” (p.951). Some research has included 
this similar line of thought such as examinations of Green Care practice (Moriggi et al., 
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2020b), and more-than-human care relations cultivated through participation in 
community gardens (Pitt, 2018) and community supported agriculture (Beacham, 2018). 
Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s work exploring permaculture as a practice of ethics in 
naturecultures is particularly notable in bringing these concepts together in the context 
of agriculture. Permaculture is identified as an example of an alter-biopolitical 
intervention in that it creates a potential of ethos transformations experienced through 
everyday doings that promote ethical obligations of care (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2010). 
Her more recent work (2015; 2017) explores the more-than-human practice of ecological 
care through human-soil relations. Care is seen “as a way to elicit conceptions and 
practices that have the potential to disrupt the reduction of soil to a resource for humans” 
(2017, p. 171) and instead recognise humans as members of the soil community rather 
than only its consumers and beneficiaries. This exemplifies caring for a non-human 
subject. But there are implications to shifting to a radical approach in current human-
based practices (such as environmental management or farming for example). One of 
which is relinquishing some of the control humans perceive ourselves to have over the 
environment in order to break down the human/non-human, society/nature binary. 
Recognising the interdependence between humans and the environment means 
acknowledging a dialectical relation where the environment shapes humans as much as 
humans shape the environment (Booth, 2013).  
Krzywoszynska (2019) also engages with care for soil-biota on conventional English 
farms that undertake soil conservation practices. Krzywoszynska applies the care 
network model based on a soil food-web model of care relations made by Puig de la 
Bellacasa (2017) and reveals how care reframed the soil-biota to be included within the 
boundaries of what farmers considered to be their ‘farm business’. In this way, care was 
seen as transformative because the character of the primary object of care, the farm 
business, was re-imagined so that farm decisions took into account the needs of soil-
biota. However, Krzywoszynska does also point to limitations of attentiveness as an 
indication for transformation. Attention to soil remained anthropogenic because the ‘job’ 
performed by soil-biota was considered beneficial for business. Krzywoszynska 
concluded that humans “retained full control over the purpose of these ecologies” 
(Krzywoszynska, 2019, p.670). Regardless, Krzywoszynska concludes that the 
interdependency of caring for soil-biota and caring for human requirements for food and 
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living is inextricable. As such, the relationship demands that land use is developed in a 
care-full manner that must start with the needs of the soil.   
 Regenerative agriculture 
There is limited literature that explores a more-than-human ethic of care in the context 
of regenerative agriculture. However, there are a few notable publications that use care 
language despite a lack of explicit reference to, or use of, an ethic of care lens.   
The first is the approach taken by Soloviev and Landua (2016) in Terra Genesis 
International’s explanation document about regenerative agriculture. They argue that the 
practice of regenerative agriculture cannot be defined, noting how defining the practice 
would create limits around what the practice does and does not involve. Terra Genesis 
International views regenerative agriculture as a practice that is contextual and influenced 
by the innovation and spirit of those who participate in it, so that it is built and rebuilt 
through social practice as much as it an ecological practice. They argue that: 
"…insisting on a single definition would put a wall around our agricultural 
landscapes, separating them from the natural world. This is the impact of 
modern, chemical ‘clean cultivation’ techniques that can remove all traces of 
living, biodiverse habitats or possible natural volatility from the fields where 
our food grows. 
Regenerative Agriculture calmly cracks and composts these walls in our 
landscapes and ultimately in our minds. Each community of practitioners in 
each bioregion of the world has the opportunity to re-generate the ecocultural 
meaning of “Regenerative Agriculture.” They will do so in a way that is 
unique to their place, history and whole living ecosystem." (Soloviev and 
Landua, 2016, p.5) 
As an alternative to defining it, Terra Genesis International uses a framework of four 
levels of regenerative agriculture (Soloviev and Landua, 2016). At its most basic level 
(level one), the functionalities of regenerative agriculture are a starting place for thinking 
about the ‘good’ that humans can do through aligning agricultural practices with the ebbs 
and flows of natural systems. Even from this initial level, it is qualitatively different from 
sustainability as it involves using methods to actively restore the environment rather than 
only reducing or doing no harm. The focus is on regenerating soil health, which 
ecologically has flow on effects to strengthen local hydrological processes and increase 
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resilience to climate change impacts. Level two builds on this by consisting of an 
integrated and holistic approach to ecosystems in farming where participants engage in 
a design approach that is directed towards the wider goal of ‘multi-factor regeneration’ 
(Soloviev and Landua, 2016, p.8).  
Levels three and four of regenerative agriculture begin to step beyond having a primary 
focus on physical practices for soil, hydrological, and biodiversity restoration to requiring 
self-reflection and human reconciliation. Level three is systemic regenerative agriculture 
which Soloviev and Landua (2016) describe as a way of thinking, not just a set of 
practices and design strategies. It is at this stage where as humans, we see ourselves as 
nature. Therefore the capacity to see the complexity and interdependency of ourselves as 
part of the living systems we inhabit is realised. Achieving ‘anti-fragility’ - a system that 
goes beyond resilience to actually benefit from disorder and disturbance (Taleb, 2012) - 
is a goal of this level. This is sought through conscious mimicry of local ecology, but 
also accepting that landscapes are continually evolving and therefore this must be 
reflected by a conscious evolution of our thinking and interaction with them. Here, we 
see regenerative agriculture as a constant process that is embedded in practice of mind 
and body rather than a static goal to be achieved.  
Level four is framed within an evolutionary perspective by acknowledging that truly 
understanding patterns of place requires intergenerational accumulation of knowledge. 
Identity and a sense of place are critical to locating the farm within the wider system of 
ecology and the stories of colonization, oppression, and settlement with which land and 
place is imprinted. Regenerative practitioners at level three and four have “opportunity 
and responsibility to learn, grieve, and seek to reconcile history's deep socio-cultural 
footprint with the next generation of farming” (Soloviev and Landua, 2016, p.13). This 
naturally draws on and reflects themes of care in the context of post-colonial 
responsibility that reverberate with thoughts from feminist authors such as Raghuram et 
al. (2009). It allows the goal of constructing regenerative producer webs that go beyond 
the act of farming to be materialized by creating systems of food production that are 
interwoven with place and context, community, spiritual connection, and other social and 
cultural expressions of food and environmental relation. To be regenerative is to think 
and practice with attentiveness in temporal scales alongside spatial scales. While 
Soloviev and Landua do not refer to an ethic of care, these concepts represent those 
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covered in care and more-than-human literature. It is this conceptualisation that is used 
to guide this research given that it brings to the fore the important features of an ethic of 
care. It offers opportunity for an ethic of care to be interpreted in agriculture in a way 
that has not been done extensively in academic literature on agriculture to date. 
As an empirical study, Gosnell et al. (2019) similarly represents some of these ideas of a 
more-than-human ethic of care despite framing their study with Australian regenerative 
farmers though the lens of transition theory. Gosnell et al. (2019) provide one of the first 
studies of regenerative agriculture that specifically analyses transformation at the farm 
scale. Regenerative agriculture is framed as an effective method for addressing the need 
to adapt to and mitigate the effects of climate change. They note that regenerative farming 
encourages transformation to occur across personal, practical, and political spheres. 
Motives for transitioning to regenerative farming frameworks involve nonmaterial and 
subjective factors that were linked to ethical or philosophical virtues. Yet the adoption of 
practices was linked to the existence of wider social, cultural and economic support 
structures which created sites of traction or friction for the uptake of such practices. 
Furthermore, farmers personal and physiological views were connected to a wider 
reconceptualization of the environment as  
…once the farmers were open to change and had decided to pursue 
regenerative farming, they then embarked on a process of learning to “see” 
and to be farmers differently; in this process, regenerative farmers come to 
see the interrelationships between themselves, their families, and their land 
in a new light. (Gosnell et al., 2019, p.8) 
While this analysis of regenerative agriculture explores the transformative potential 
through a lens of transition theory, it is clear that there is development of a more caring 
interrelation with the environment and other people. Particularly the three spheres of 
transformation (personal, practical and political) broadly mirror the three dimensions of 
care-based transformation (emotional awareness, ethically informed practices, relational 
responsibility) argued by (Moriggi et al., 2020a).  Therefore, it is justified to perform a 
similar study in New Zealand, but through the more-than-human ethic of care framework 
argued in this review. On a critical note, indigenous knowledge also seems to remain 
conspicuously absent from Gosnell et al.'s study, instead exclusively crediting the holistic 
method of thinking about farming to relatively recent, European and American ‘soil 
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revolution’ movements. This gives more justification to using an ethic of care lens to 
explore regenerative agriculture as it makes visible the neocolonialistic possibilities that 
can be unintentionally entwined with imaginaries of transformation.  
 
2.6 Conclusion  
This chapter has provided theoretical context and justification for researching 
transformational potential of regenerative agriculture using a lens of a more-than-human 
ethic of care. The possibility for radical change provided through relationally 
conceptualising care and socio-ecological relationships within agri-food systems is a 
newly emerging body of literature. However, it is clear that these theoretical concepts are 
a vital component for any meaningful transitions beyond sustainability.  
In the search to both understand and create transformative change, political economic 
approaches have commonly reached the consensus that breaking free of hegemonic 
industrial systems is a challenge for alternative agri-food groups enacting such justice-
based principles. Thus, in the context of transformation of our food system, a more-than-
human ethic of care challenges what discourses are important in our search for change 
(Tronto, 1995). The qualities provided by a relational ethic of care provoke a different 
way of thinking about the position of humans in ecological worlds. Post-capitalist politics 
and the pursuit of decentering capitalism in the economy is incorporated into a broader 
set of relations that are not singularly economic nor humanistic but networked between 
disciplines and scales. 
Puig de la Bellacasa notes that “paying attention to practices of care can be a way of 
getting involved with glimpses of alternative liveable relationalities, with other possible 
worlds in the making” (2017, p.170). The use of a more-than-human ethic of care may 
therefore be of use in propelling transformational food politics forward in both academic 
literature and practice. While a more-than-human ethic of care has not yet been widely 
applied to regenerative agriculture, other literature on regenerative agriculture suggests 
that care may be present in these spaces. To understand how to create possible futures 
for New Zealand’s agri-food system, it is necessary to understand how agriculture and 
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agri-food movements can be activated as spaces of transformation through this ethic of 
care. Therefore, this research works to fill this gap in the literature by creating an 
empirical case study investigating how a more-than-human ethic of care exists within 





Methodology and methods  
3.1 Introduction  
The methodology and methods chapter lays out the design of this project, including the 
methods of data collection and analysis and the methodology within which conclusions 
are drawn. The first section covers the theoretical perspective of post-structuralism which 
underlies the research. This section also includes coverage and justification for the use 
of a feminist political ecology approach. Next, the methods used to collect and analyse 
data are presented. Finally, ethical considerations and the importance of critical 
reflexivity are discussed. 
3.2 Methodology 
 Ontology and theoretical framework 
Researching environmental issues requires a methodology that can be used to 
appropriately conceptualize the human-environment relations that are taking place. There 
are many approaches to environmental studies, but this research is built on a 
constructivist foundation with influence from post-structural geographies. 
Constructivism infers a purposeful production of knowledge that is built upon interpreted 
meanings from social life (Graue and Karabon, 2012). Building on this epistemic theory 
with a post-structuralist view adds the appropriate fluidity and interconnectedness needed 
to understand the core concepts of this research topic.  Murdoch (2006) notes that a key 
feature for post-structuralist geographies is the interest of human geographers in 
‘relationalism’. As explored in the literature review, interactions between any two 
subjects/objects (or any in-between of this assumed binary) is a relation that is inherently 
political due to differing power relations between actors. Therefore, the world is viewed 
as a complex web of interactions which connect the social to the political and the human 
to the nonhuman in a myriad of different connections of responsibility, care, justice, 
action and commitment (Lawson, 2007). For this research, this relational ontology allows 
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connections between humans and between humans and non-humans to be explored 
through concepts of care that arise in regenerative agriculture.   
Post-structural ecologies neatly complement such understandings of knowledge as it 
“emphasises how heterogenous relations link social actors into particular spatial 
domains” such as different physical ecosystems (Murdoch, 2006, p.3). To understand the 
potential of regenerative agriculture to become a space for political and social change, 
there needs to be a relational engagement between ecological space and the actors within 
it. A relational perspective of regenerative agriculture allows for biological ecologies of 
the physical environment to be connected to the intricate web of relations and power that 
affect them and vice versa. Accounting for relational spaces that emerge, or sometimes 
more telling, why they do not emerge, is a key part of understanding human-
environmental relationships in this context (Murdoch, 2006). Ultimately, it is argued that 
the lack of acknowledgement of this web of interrelations is the root cause of human 
induced environmental problems.   
Hence, given the aim and goals of this research, post-structural ecologies provided a 
suitable theoretical framework for investigating the transformative potential of 
regenerative agriculture.  As seen in the literature review, many of the core concepts 
involved in this research such as care and socio-ecological relations are situated within 
these relational ontologies. Figure 1 shows the nesting of constructivism and post-
structuralism within such a relational ontology. 
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Figure 1: Methodological framework. The conceptualisation and practice of each section is shaped by 
those in which it is situated.  
Finally, I would like to justify the use of a more-than-human ontological view for this 
research while simultaneously rejecting a wholly post-humanist approach. This 
distinction is based on two features of the theoretical concepts with which this research 
engages. The first, which advocates for the use of a more-than-human ontology, is the 
ability for a more-than-human worldview to breakdown nature/society divisions. It 
embeds humans within an interconnected and interdependent realm and this is seen as 
vital to shifting socio-ecological relations (Panelli, 2010; Booth, 2013). This has been 
previously discussed in Chapter 2. Care can therefore be appropriately and even 
necessarily positioned within such a more-than-human world due to its relational 
conceptualisations in political theory and geography. 
However, the second feature, acts to root this research within a more humanist realm. 
This research is being designed with the insight that humans are the primary actors of 
change in system transformation. Chagani (2014) argues that critical political ecology 
has a role in balancing the seductions of posthuman methods with the more conventional 
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society/nature and so on, frameworks through which it is typically applied such as Actor 
Network Theory have been critiqued for failing to acknowledge the political and power 
asymmetries. Thus, rather than choosing one theoretical approach over another, Chagnai 
challenges geographers to work through these differences and benefit from sustaining ‘a 
productive tension’ between posthumanism and humanism through a critical political 
ecology.  
Therefore, the theoretical framework of this research refuses to settle into either category 
entirely. While a more-than-human world acknowledges that humans and non-humans 
can be both actors and actants, I maintain the importance of humanism in that non-human 
actors cannot be expected, nor are capable of, initiating the social change needed for 
environmental solutions. The responsibility for environmental issues remain that of 
humanity, while a more-than-human approach acknowledges the rights of non-humans 
to such obligations of responsibility. While humanity’s relations with non-humans must 
shift, and therefore a more-than-human understanding provides a fresh interpretation (for 
western perspectives) of our world and our place within it, it also provides rationale for 
humans to change behaviors, relationships and interaction with the more-than-human 
world. Ultimately, the reader of this research will be human. The application of this 
research will be performed by humans. Therefore, Figure 1 shows that the ontological 
foundation for this research is a relational more-than-humanism yet the theoretical 
framework, research approach and methods are not considered to be posthuman. 
 Research approach 
The political and social nature of environmental problems means that political ecology 
has evolved as a popular framework for the analysis of human-environment relations 
(Bryant and Bailey, 1997).  It is a field that analyses the role of asymmetries of power 
and how cultural, social and economic variables that are nested within a multitude of 
spaces and scales shape environmental issues (Robbins, 2012). The field is 
interdisciplinary by character and therefore represents a convergence of different 
approaches to environmental problems. Political ecology analyses environmental issues 
and their relation to colonialism, environmental exploitation, economic dependency on 
resources, livelihoods, and socio-economic characteristics such as class, ethnicity and 
gender (Bryant and Bailey, 1997). The forming of connections between these 
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components naturally advances a power-full perspective for environmental issues. While 
a substantial amount of the work with political ecology has been conducted in the context 
of the Third World and therefore within the realms of development geography, the uptake 
of the field to study environmental issues in the developed world is increasing in 
popularity. For example, Global Political Ecology by Peet et al. (2011) uses case studies 
of environmental issues in both developing and developed world contexts and often the 
connections of trade, resource extraction or injustice between them. Thus, political 
ecology often crosses global spatial boundaries with analyses of the responsibility and 
the effect developed and developing worlds have on each other. This correlates with the 
way care, responsibility and justice have been analysed within geography where 
connections across space have been of focus for addressing structural injustice  (e.g. see 
Massey, 2004; Lawson, 2007; Walker, 2009; Fisher, 2015).  
Political ecology therefore has strong roots in advocating for social and environmental 
justice. Robbins describes political ecology as field that explores “social and 
environmental changes with an understanding that there are better, less coercive, less 
exploitative, and more sustainable way of doing things” (2012, p.20). Supplying a 
‘radical perspective’ to environment issues, political ecologists focus on the root of the 
problem and argue for systemic change to current societal structures that are oppressive, 
degradative and unjust (Bryant and Bailey, 1997, p.4). Therefore, political ecologists are 
sceptical of ‘sustainable development’ in its weak form – an approach that aligns with 
the radical argument this research presents for transformation of agri-food systems.   
This research however has been conducted though a Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) 
approach, a sub-discipline of political ecology that emerged from the intersection of 
gendered politics and feminist theory with environmental issues (Jarosz, 2001). While 
maintaining the useful components of political ecology that align with this research (such 
as its interdisciplinary approach, its roots in social and environmental justice, and its 
radical, systemic approach to environmental problems, and the focus on power), FPE 
provides the theoretical space for the deeper post-structuralist additions feminist theory 
offers to environmental issues. FPE is commonly embedded within the relational 
ontology of post-structuralist geographies by rejecting dualisms and emphasising 
diversity, multiplicity and connection within environmental change, social structures and 
politics (Jarosz, 2001). For Giovanna Di Chiro, FPE is about breaking down the 
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categorical distinctions of the western worldview between humans and nature to ask 
“how might we think and live differently on the planet and with each other if this 
oppressive dichotomy were to be unmade and reinvented?” (Di Chiro, 2015, p.216). 
Thus, using FPE complements this research as the study of the highly politicised nature 
of these relations is already rooted in feminist political theory and geographies of care 
(e.g. Tronto, 1995; Lawson, 2007). Gottschlich and Bellina (2017) advocate for care to 
be brought into the realm of sustainability discourse as it is a political principle for socio-
ecological transformation. Lawson (2007) similarly argues that it is the responsibility of 
geographers to incorporate care into geographical frameworks like political ecology to 
analyse historical relationships that define the need for care (such as the decline of 
environmental health). As concepts of care continue to be considered essential for the 
construction of sustainable societies, it seems logical to integrate them into political 
ecology as a field inherent in the analysis of political and social change.  
Therefore, the focus of this research on the feminist theory of an ethic of care and the 
relational theory used by feminist geographies to analyse social and political structures, 
justifies the use of FPE despite gender not being at the centre of this analysis. However, 
it is acknowledged that gender remains an important aspect of this research due to its 
relevance in such concepts of social and ecological change. In the New Zealand agri-
food system, FPE allows for an interdisciplinary approach. It derives connections 
between cultural and feminist geographies and the ecological conditions of the farming 
discipline (much of which focuses on soil science, biodiversity and water). But is also 
draws connections with the political nature of regulatory control, governance, agriculture 
corporates and transition structures in NZ agriculture. As political ecologists often 
analyse the implications of a dominant discourse of an environmental issue (Bryant and 
Bailey, 1997), FPE provides the tools for this research to analyse the implications of care 
in disrupting the dominant discourse in NZ farming.  
A limitation of political ecology however is that its academic roots have caused it to 
mostly remain distanced and objective from the issues it investigates. Critics argue that 
political ecologists “are much stronger at criticising the status quo than at developing 
feasible blueprint for an alternative economy" (Bryant and Bailey, 1997, p.4). Lack of 
engagement in creating action and therefore change on the issues researched by political 
ecologists represents the barrier between academia and activism that has persisted over 
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the last few decades. For example, Robbins (2012, p.6) argues that political ecology 
increasingly needs to reach ‘outward’ to the global realm of political action around 
climate change, or even ‘inward’ towards local community action, rather than remaining 
at an inactive academic midground. Political ecology is a field that offers the tools to not 
only deconstruct “flawed, dangerous, and politically problematic accounts” of 
environmental issues, but also the capacity to plant a “seed” to grow into new socio-
ecologies” (Robbins, 2012, p.20).  To move beyond this critique of traditional political 
ecology, this research process has been designed to be a platform for regenerative stories 
to be shared. Celebrating and exploring academically the ‘seeds’ that already exist in 
New Zealand’s agricultural space is a key purpose of this research and moves it from 
being detached from on-the-ground movements to being embedded and contributing to 
the discourses they create. In particular, the outputs of this research reflect this purpose 
(see section 3.3.4 Dissemination). 
 
3.3 Methods 
 Research design 
This research uses qualitative research methods which are a commonly used in human 
geography to illuminate human environments and human experiences. Winchester and 
Rofe (2016, p.5–7) pose two fundamental questions with which qualitative researchers 
are concerned. First, “what are the shapes of societal structures, and by what processes 
are they constructed, maintained, legitimized, and resisted?”, and second, “what are 
individuals’ experiences of places and events?”. These questions highlight the scope that 
using a qualitative research approach allows and its alignment with the approach taken 
for this research. As a topic that asks questions concerning individual experience of care 
and questions of broader systemic societal processes, qualitative methods were the 
appropriate choice for researching the transformative potential of regenerative 
agriculture. 
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 Data collection 
There are many methods associated with qualitative research. For this research, primary 
and secondary data was collected.  
3.3.2.1 Primary data: Semi-structured interviews 
For primary data collection, semi-structured interviews were used. Semi-structured 
interviews have a predetermined set of questions or order with which the researcher 
intends to use for interviewing a participant, however flexibility is maintained throughout 
the interaction. The advantage of semi-structured interviews therefore lies in the potential 
to adapt to a fluid conversation between the researcher and the participant as it plays out 
(Valentine, 2005). This interviewing process was useful for this study as participants 
explained their experiences with regenerative agriculture in depth and were able to 
explore a wider range of topics. Participants interacted well with this process which was 
shown by their high level of engagement with the conversation and me as the interviewer. 
As the researcher, I was able to gain more insightful knowledge that than would have 
otherwise been obtained with a fully structured format. This is a common benefit of semi-
structured interviews (Valentine, 2005). As a key component of qualitative research is 
collecting a diversity of meaning, opinions and experiences (Dunn, 2016), the flexibility 
of the interviewing style also provided space for participants to shape the conversation 
which provided unexpected (and often beneficial) insights. Interviewing, if conducted 
well, can also be a respectful form of primary data collection as it provides participants 
with an opportunity to explain and reflect on their experiences (Dunn, 2016). The amount 
of personal reflection and reflexivity that was observed by participants during their 
interviews was evidence of this process.  
3.3.2.1.1 Recruitment  
Key informants for the interviews consisted of two main groups. Farmers, and members 
of businesses or organisations that are involved in regenerative agriculture communities.  
Twenty-one semi-structured interviews were completed in total between June and 
September 2020. Twelve farmer interviews, between one and two hours each, were 
completed. Ten of these were conducted in person, (nine of which were on site at farms), 
the remaining two were online Zoom interviews. Some of the interviews on farm also 
involved a short farm tour (where time permitted) to allow the farmer to share any aspects 
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of their farm with the researcher. These interviews were primarily one-on-one interviews 
with male participants, but sometimes included spouses. These spouses were also active 
participants and therefore have been included in the results where relevant. The criteria 
for farmers to participate in the study was that they must be currently using ‘regenerative 
practices’ on their farm (anyone from long-term practitioners to those only one-two years 
into transition). Since ‘regenerative agriculture’ is not clearly definable and may include 
a combination of ecological practices, participants self-defined their regenerative 
practices. These may include an emphasis on biodiversity, a focus on building healthy 
soils, and a reduction or elimination of chemical fertilisers and pesticides/herbicides, and 
an emphasis on replicating natural cycles or farming ‘with nature’ (The Carbon 
Underground, 2017; Rodale Institute, 2019). 
The study included farmers who practiced horticulture, dairy, and sheep/beef farming, 
however, sheep/beef farms made up the majority of participants. This was due to the 
nature of the participants who indicated interest in this study which is likely due to 
regenerative agriculture currently being more established in pastoral farming in New 
Zealand. Additionally, there were organic farmers included in this study group, however 
farming organically was not seen as a prerequisite for regenerative agriculture. Therefore, 
farms that are non-organic, but practice elements of regenerative agriculture were still 
able to be included (and in fact, made up the majority of farming participants). All of the 
farms were commercial operations that varied in size from a few hundred hectares to 
several thousand. This was a specific design choice of the study due to the pivotal role 
commercial farms play in national and international food systems that are the focus of 
transformation. All farms were located in Otago, Canterbury or Southland to allow 
accessibility for in person farm visits. 
Nine organisational interviews were conducted, eight of which were via Zoom. These 
were with individuals that were embedded in the regenerative space to varying degrees. 
This included four academic researchers, four farm advisors and one community group 
representative. All were working or had recently worked in regenerative agricultural 
spaces in New Zealand.  
All participants of the study were identified though access to regenerative social 
networks, conferences or other word of mouth. This was purposeful as the research 
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required individuals who were already self-involved in regenerative spaces. I attended 
the two-day Organic Dairy and Pastoral Group conference in March 2020 which allowed 
initial scoping of the regenerative movement in New Zealand and an introduction to 
many key actors within the space.  Participants were then identified using a snowball 
sampling method where contacts from this conference were then used to recruit others 
(Valentine, 2005). In addition to this, farmers were contacted through regenerative social 
media groups. Farmers meeting the criteria required for this study were asked to reach 
out if they were interested becoming a research participant. Selective sampling was also 
used to seek participants from relevant organisations.  
The semi-structured interviews, with the informant’s permission, were recorded using a 
dictaphone. Prior to analysing the data, interview recordings were transcribed using the 
online software Otter. Memos were also taken as fieldnotes. The advantages of quick and 
informal notes are that they allowed the researcher to contextualize events, reflect on 
patterns or connections that were thought of in the field. Therefore, this provides a 
reflexive form of qualitative data to complement the interviews. Interview questions were 
based around the research questions that guide this research. The interviews allowed 
participants to discuss how farmers and community groups value and relate to nature 
through their farming practices and in what way their farming practices represent 
practices of care. Questions also investigated their motives for transitioning or farming 
using regenerative practices. Discussions of what the impact of such changes have been 
on their lives and their relationships with other members in their communities were also 
common. See appendix B for the interview schedule. 
3.3.2.2 Secondary data 
Secondary data was also collected for this research including material such as media 
reports, publicly available government documents, organisational websites and social 
media posts where appropriate. A strength of secondary data is that it provides contextual 
material for the primary data (Clark, 2005). Thus, these sources are particularly important 
for understanding background on farming-based environmental issues or other details 
such as particular legislative documents that arose as relevant when key informants spoke 
about their experiences. A limitation of secondary data however is that it can be a 
‘cultural artefact’ as it has been produced in the past and by others who may have a 
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different world view (Clark, 2005). The reliability and quality of the source must 
therefore be made by judgment.  
 Data analysis and interpretation 
After transcription of the interviews, the data was analysed through coding using both 
analytic and inductive approaches. Analytic coding creates categories from the empirical 
data based on themes that are relevant to the research (Cope, 2016). Analytic coding is 
beneficial for reducing the data into manageable ‘packages’ and to provide organisational 
structure (Cope, 2016). Similarly coded sections can be compared across interviews 
allowing the researcher to see opinions and themes that emerge from the data (Dunn, 
2016). This process was conducted through the software NVivo.  The data was first coded 
by questions so that answers to the same question could be compared. The data was then 
also coded by theme. These themes were ones that originated from the literature on care 
and socio-ecological relationships as well as others that emerged as important during the 
research process such as barriers for regenerative farmers, challenges to the status quo, 
political tensions and vulnerability. Due to the use of a FPE research approach, themes 
of power and politics were of particular importance. Conceptually organising research 
materials provided a strong foundation for making sense of data collected.  
To make meaning from such themes inductive coding was also used. The post-
structuralist and constructivist framework for this research means that knowledge is 
viewed as constructed and relational. Themes from the data are therefore not viewed in 
isolation but instead as interacting and (re)producing one another. Thus, inductive coding 
which consists of an exploratory and generative construction of theories from empirical 
data allows for deeper understandings of processes and connections (Cope, 2016). 
Structures, networks or relationships of interest in the data are recognised to be 
constructed by people and non-humans who interact with space as per the understanding 
provided by post-structural ecologies. Creating queries on Nvivo software was a key part 
of analysing how themes connected through the data. This process was also done 
cognitively though the data transcription and analysis process.  
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 Dissemination 
A summary document is being produced for the purposes of dissemination of the research 
back to research participants. As a way of creating a more palatable and accessible form 
of this research, a comic has also been commissioned to share the story of the 
‘regenerative journey’ many of the farmers in this research shared. This is being shared 
via social media and the research participants and can be viewed in appendix C. 
 
3.4 Ethical considerations, critical reflexivity and positionality  
Environmental issues in New Zealand, especially those around farming, have commonly 
been contentious topics. Additionally, the line of questioning used for this research asked 
informants about sometimes personal and intimate motivations, challenges and 
experiences of farming regeneratively. Therefore, there was the need for interview 
questions to be formed with these considerations in mind. As the research process 
continued, it was clear that many famers had strong opinions or felt strongly connected 
to the topics that arose during the interview process. For example, concepts such as 
vulnerability, masculinity and social isolation arose as important themes of the research. 
As such, a critical reflexivity was undertaken throughout the research process to ensure 
participants felt safe, comfortable and respected, particularly through these personal lines 
of questioning.  
Thus, a certain level of conduct was required as a researcher. Researchers have 
responsibilities and obligations to participants in the research. Ethics approval was 
gained prior to the beginning of data collection (appendix D). The rights of the 
participants of the research must be upheld. Maintaining privacy and confidentiality of 
any informants participating in the research is essential. For this research, personal 
information and data was stored in a safe place and informants have been anonymized 
by using pseudonyms. Informed consent was gained from all participants and participants 
were made aware of their rights to not answer a question, stop the interview or exit the 
research entirely at any time (see appendices E and F for copies of the information sheet 
and consent form provided to participants). 
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The power relations of qualitative research were also a consideration for conducting 
ethical research. Power relations exist between the researcher and the participant, often 
as a result of differing social positions due to differences in class, education level, 
employment role, gender, ethnicity or sexuality (Dowling, 2016). In some cases, the 
participant being studied was in a position of influence compared to the researcher. 
Alternatively, the opposite was also true, and participants were sharing personal stories 
or information that entailed a sense of vulnerability for them. For example, one farmer 
even noted at the end of the interview that they were caught off-guard to be talking about 
their vulnerability yet were refreshed to have their opinion listened to and valued. 
This feedback from participants reinforces the ways in which concepts of care used in 
this research should also be applied to research practice (Moriggi et al., 2020a). Lawson 
(2007) discusses how research agendas often interact with care or are driven by values 
of care for a research area and the outcomes such research could provide. As the project 
unfolded, these interactions with participants continued to drive my purpose as a 
researcher in the regenerative space but also reinforced my responsibility as a researcher 
and therefore communicator of their stories. Responsibility is derived from the 
relationship between the researcher and the researched and is inevitably entangled with 
such concepts of care. Lawson (2007) argues that care ethics therefore “challenges us to 
be attentive and responsive to our own location within circuits of power and privilege" 
(p. 7). Thus, it is recognised that the history, experiences and values of the researcher 
impact the research process (Plowman, 1995). This is made visible in this study by the 
personal impact interactions with participants had on myself and the research process. 
Thus, objectivity of the researcher is unfeasible as they play a visible and active part of 
the research process (England, 1994). Research is co-produced and this research is 
produced by participants as much as it is by myself. The importance of being aware and 
reflexive of these social relations is vital to producing ethical and valid research. The 
positionality of the researcher ultimately influences the interactions that occur during 
field research and how data is interpreted (England, 1994). As a researcher I recognise 
my responsibility to use data that has been collected appropriately and communicate it 
though a method that reflects as authentically as possible what has been observed or 
heard. Due to the nature of social science, the stories and narratives told through research 
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have the power to impact people’s lives and therefore there I have responsibility to 
represent the participants honestly and accurately.  
The nature of undertaking feminist geography is that the research seeks to engage in 
social and political change (Johnson and Madge, 2016). Similarly, political ecologists 
aim to both critique and encourage alternatives and are therefore drawn towards topics 
that provide opportunity for engagement (Robbins, 2012). Therefore, because the aim of 
this research is to look at concepts of care in regenerative agriculture for the purpose of 
indicating its transformative potential, this research aims to support such groups in 
farming to reshape policies, institutions and everyday encounters affecting their lives. 
These underlying motives for the research are therefore representative of my personal 
motivations for work in this field and reflect on my position as a researcher. Thus, the 
relationships I created, the data I collected, and my interpretation of knowledge required 
careful reflection and critical reflexivity across the research process.  
I acknowledge that there are limitations that arise from my positionality. I am a person 
from an urban background studying environmental issues that play out in predominantly 
rural areas. In New Zealand, there is commonly a tension between urban and rural when 
considering environmental issues. This tension is a component of this research to be 
aware of, particularly when doing fieldwork, and interpreting opinions and narratives 
within the research. However, this research emerges from the problematic nature of such 
binaries and concealment within the agri-food system. Therefore, as participants of the 
agri-food system, it is important for urban-based citizens to understand and engage with 
the processes of food and agriculture that occur beyond their urban environment.  
My positionality as a researcher must also be taken into ethical considerations. As the 
researcher, I am a young, female, Pākehā university student. Therefore, my personal 
positions of privilege as an educated individual of European descent were critically and 
reflexively considered in my interactions with participants throughout this study, 
particularly, in regard to my engagement with topics regarding te ao Māori and Māori 
relations. It is strongly recognised here and throughout the research results and discussion 
that how te ao Māori should interact with regenerative agriculture spaces is not something 
that this research has a place to answer. Kōrero on this topic is already being led by Māori 
experts and practitioners. But some of these ideas did arise in this research and they are 
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covered in the discussion as hopefully a useful contribution to the documentation of 
narratives and speculation of future possibilities in this space. 
 
3.5 Conclusion  
Concepts of care are used to investigate the potential for transformative change of New 
Zealand’s agricultural industry through the uptake of regenerative agriculture. New 
Zealand’s current approach to developing a sustainable agri-food system has been rooted 
in ‘weak’ sustainability concepts such as technological fixes and reactive environmental 
management practices. Thus, the focus of this research on radical and transformative 
change representative of a push beyond sustainability is justified. A feminist political 
ecology approach was used to allow the strengths of a political ecology framework to be 
integrated with the post-structuralist theory which is established in care literature. 
Qualitative data was collected through semi-structured interviews and secondary data 
sources. This framework provides a strong but flexible foundation for this research from 







What is ‘being regenerative’? 
4.1 Introduction  
The first research question of this project was to explore what components of a (more-
than-human) ethic of care exist in regenerative agriculture. This was a method of tapping 
into the deeper sentiments that lie behind regenerative practices and the way people 
involved in regenerative networks create their relationships. The reasoning for this line 
of questioning was to initiate discussion centred on the social and how social 
relations/networks have changed with a new way of farming. The focus on the more-
than-human aspect develops this relational investigation further by bringing to the 
foreground the potential for these relationships to extend beyond people-people 
relationships. As agriculture is innately embedded within physical ecosystems, it is a fair 
assumption that farmers are the small portion of New Zealand society that already 
interact with ‘nature’ (or a certain conceptualisation of it) on a far more intimate, and 
undoubtedly regular basis than most. But regenerative agriculture has been found to 
provide a pathway to reveal these connections from invisible spaces. Farmers are 
reconsidering their position and role in this relationship, and regenerative agriculture is 
new pathway for them to act on already held ideas of responsibility for this physical 
environment and to live out different understandings of nature.   
It is on this basis that this thesis situates ‘being regenerative’ as a mindset. The distinction 
here of ‘being regenerative’ from ‘practicing regenerative agriculture’ is purposeful.  
There is much contention within the agricultural industry about what regenerative 
agriculture means, how it is defined, and for what purposes this definition can, or should, 
be used.  This chapter will not provide the answer to this question that so many people 
within the industry seek (likely much to the annoyance or frustration of those who crave 
the certainty of concrete understandings and text-book definitions). Instead, this chapter 
explores what it means to be regenerative (or ‘regenerating’ as one participant proposed, 
insisting on using terminology that was open ended and reflective of a process). It is 
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argued that to be regenerative is to see the world though a more-than-human ethic of care 
lens. The mindset is what makes people within the regenerative movement radical and 
transformative because viewing the world relationally and with care challenges deep-
seated values, attitudes, and assumptions about how agriculture should exist. The mindset 
is what people use to form and re-form their connections to the world around them, make 
decisions, and therefore begin to influence the industry within which their livelihood 
work exists.  
This chapter focuses on unpacking what makes up this regenerative mindset. There are 
two key features of this mindset: the first is regenerative relationships, and the second is 
regenerative decision-making. Both are shown to exemplify a more-than-human ethic of 
care. The chapter will begin by looking at regenerative relationships. These are 
relationships that are most personal and intimate and are often strongly influenced by an 
individual’s core values and their development of a holistic worldview. Next, how these 
ideas flow into decision making processes will be covered. It is here that we start to see 
the potential extent of the impact a regenerative mindset can have on agriculture and 
daily lives. After setting up what a regenerative mindset is, the final section of this 
chapter then turns to centre on human-human social connections. Ideas such as identity, 
vulnerability, masculinity, reputation, and sense of purpose are all situated and 
constructed socially, and therefore shift overtime with regeneration. With these 
examples, we can start to see the link between the regenerative mindset and its potential 
to change the culture of food production (links that are further addressed by in Chapter 
5). 
All the themes and ideas in this chapter are strongly interrelated. ‘Being regenerative’ is 
not a state of mind that is simply or statically ‘achieved’. While this chapter to some 
extent segregates out the themes within the regenerative mindset, this is simply to create 
a format that is communicable in written form. In reality, the ideas described in this 
chapter flow together, and should be thought of not as separate but more like embodied 
and conceptual strands that are knitted together (see Figure 2). Every dimension receives 
support from, and provides support to, the others. Emotion flows though these 
connections, adding to the power of the complex and multidimensional links between 
relationships, decision-making and identity. The shape of Figure 2 is designed to 
represent this interconnection. Regenerative relationships and regenerative decision-
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making blend together in a loop of continuous connection as they develop and co-produce 
each other without end. Identity and wellbeing simultaneously input into this process but 
are also reshaped as a result. Thus, they are pictured to emerge from and feed into the 
intersection of all the dimensions of being regenerative. 
 
Figure 2: The regenerative mindset: interaction between regenerative relationships and regenerative 
decision making. Identity and wellbeing are also impacted. Combined, these make the features of 'being 
regenerative’. 
Additionally, this relational ontology embeds the individual into a collective identity, the 
internal into the external, and the human with the non-human. The regenerative mindset 
crosses preconceived boundaries in ways that are powerful and political. References to 
these crossings are scattered throughout the next few chapters with the purpose of 
attending to, revisiting and reinforcing the interconnected and interdependent nature of 
so many of the concepts explored here. However, inevitably, for ease of explanation, 
some language used may seem contradictory or linear. For example, while this chapter 
seems to focus on the individual, it is only because of social connections that extend 
beyond the individual that cause the mindset to develop as it does. Thus, the construction 
of the individual is highly influenced by a collective and socialised context. These 
contradictions are acknowledged, but as a reader, it is the wider relational framework that 
should be grasped.  
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4.2 Regenerative relationships 
Personal relationships are a key part of both an ethic of care and of a healthy lifestyle. 
Analysing the types of relationships that regenerative actors choose to be involved with 
helps us to understand the regenerative mindset. The relational conceptualisation of care 
by Fisher and Tronto (1990) as a web of interrelations is a fundamental framework for 
this research because it creates a pathway to reveal the multiple ways in which care is 
present and integrated into regenerative networks. Of particular interest are the conscious 
decisions by regenerative actors to reject negative relationships and create new ones that 
embody mutuality, reciprocity, trust and interdependency with their human and non-
human environments which conceptually are key features of an ethic of care.  
These relationships are a choice, specifically sought out by those practicing them. But 
they are also complex and fluid. As people learn more about the world around them, their 
mindset continues to evolve and vice versa, their evolving mindset influences a new lens 
through which they see, learn and (re)form relationships with their more-than-human 
environment. As such, the mindset shifts discussed throughout this thesis should be 
understood as being in a constant state of co-production.  For many key informants, 
practices of self-reflection and interactions with more-than-human environs amalgamate 
to produce and maintain a mindset that underpins regenerative relationships and 
subsequently, endorses regenerative decision-making and behaviour.  
The research findings were categorised into four features which interrelate to create 
regenerative relationships. These features strongly tap into the more-than-human and 
represent relational, collaborative, and intimate relationships that are fundamental to an 
ethic of care. These features of regenerative relationships that emerged from key 
informant interviews are categorised as follows: 1) an increased awareness and 
observation for the surrounding world; 2) recognising the power dynamics of their 
position and role as farmer with their environment; 3) the relinquishing of control to 
environmental processes and non-human actors, and as a result; 4) a parallel re-valuing 
of different species (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: The four features of regenerative relationships 
As a mindset that is in a constant state of co-production, these features do not have to 
occur in any specific order for farmers or other regenerative actors to activate 
regenerative relationships. Instead, they are messy, in some cases simultaneous and in 
other cases they are successive. But they are different for every actor as relationships 
form and the mindset evolves. Hence, these ideas are discussed in the context of a 
relational and interwoven understanding of the world which has been previously 
discussed to be vital to understanding the regenerative mindset.  
 Attentiveness and observation 
First, this research found that as regenerative actors became more engaged with 
regenerative agriculture, they increasingly became more aware and observant of their 
surrounding environment. But also, vice versa, people entered regenerative networks as 
a pathway for action after becoming aware of or observing environmental or social 
degradation. This trend was particularly related to the farm environment that farmers 
were engaged with daily, and therefore is a direct link between being and doing, mind 
and practice. Attentiveness and observation were found to be embedded in human-non-
human relations. However, there were also cases where informants noted increased 
attentiveness in human-human relations alongside these other relationships creating 
more-than-human care networks (Krzywoszynska, 2019). 
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Attentiveness and observation in such cases refers to direct use of human senses such as 
sight, smell and sound to interpret farm environments, particularly, how they change over 
time.  At first, this may seem an obvious action. After all, using our senses to interpret 
our environment is what allows humans to survive. The difference for these farmers is 
that this observation was strongly linked to a sensation of being present in their 
surroundings. Like any job that is well practiced, over time it can become routine and 
almost habitual. While farming generally does have diversity in everyday tasks, farmers 
taking onboard regenerative approaches noted a distinct requirement for close 
engagement with ‘nature’ to be able to understand its processes within the farming 
system. This is where ‘being attentive’ as a result of this observation becomes a conscious 
action of being present. 
Key informants beginning to transition to regenerative processes (both mental and 
physical practices), or those who work closely with farmers undertaking this process 
(e.g., consultants or advisors) were able to recall the important role of new observation 
and attentiveness in this transition:   
I think since doing regen ag, I’ve been a bit more 'oh, I’ll take a bit more 
notice here'. Be a bit more aware of the different ways of doing it. Like there's 
not one just the one way. – Farmer 7 
I think 'regenerating' with ‘-ing’ on the back is much better. Because 
regenerating means you have to rethink. And most of this is about increasing 
your awareness substantially rather than going by... observation really 
increases a lot as you become ecologically aware.  - Farmer 13 
For those who had been practicing regenerative practices for a long time already, 
observation and attentiveness was still described as a key part of the practice, and often, 
something they had learnt overtime:  
So, I, being involved a little bit with paua diving before [farming] and the 
ocean, which you don't have any management control over the paua, the fish 
or whatever. So I was developing more of an ability to look at things as they 
are, not as they should be….  
 
…you've got to learn and train your brain to observe things as they are, and 
then contextualize that information so that you can improve and get better. 
So, I became very good at observing nature and then capitalizing on that. And 
that's what we've done with our farming operation. - Farmer 14 
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Observation and attentiveness transpire though many personal relationships with the non-
human. These relationships can be with livestock, wildlife such as birds and insects, 
weeds and other plants, or even with bodies previously considered inanimate such as the 
soil: 
A lot of the regen practitioners I guess, they're digging holes, they're 
observing the plants, whether the pastures or crops, in a lot of detail. Getting 
really nuanced about both chemistry and biology structure and then also 
starting to observe their animals really closely as well…. that stuff that most 
farmers and good stockman and shepherds and stuff are picking up anyway. 
But they're starting to try and piece that together to the plants and the soils 
and their management in quite a rigorous and consistent way.   
– Community Group Rep 
Of particular interest, is how this attentiveness and observation signifies the initial 
formation of regenerative relationships with the more-than-human. This attentiveness 
aligns with Conradi’s (2015) argument that relationships of care need to be underpinned 
by attentiveness rather than respect. Conradi argues that it is this attentiveness to the 
relationship between two subjects that makes practices of care feel more genuine. It also 
enables actors to understand the relationship in a way that allows action to change any 
aspect of that relation that lacks care. Therefore, I argue that this increased attentiveness 
self-identified by farmers in the research is a fundamental link for regenerative 
agriculture to create change. Farmer 5’s perspective exemplifies this concept regarding 
being attentive to their stock: 
Because probably we were ignorant of those animals. Not that we didn't care 
about them before, but we didn't know about them. If you know about it then 
you can do something about it.  - Farmer 5 
Multiple farmers exemplified these attentive relationships in the sentiments they 
expressed in interviews of their on-farm actions. Curiosity was closely linked to this. The 
desire to understand how the world works and the role of other organisms in it became a 
key driver and outcome of observation. For example, Farmer 16 and 12 talk about the 
importance of engaging with what they observe around them: 
I've noticed there's a lot more wildlife around now and then the question's 
always why is that? And you get out the spade and have a wee dig and see 
that there's an awful lot of worms in there so that explains why there's a whole 
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heap of seagulls around paddling their feet getting feeds of worms.  
- Farmer 16 
If you actually take five seconds to stop and smell the roses, that old cliche 
saying, but if you get down on your hands and knees and actually just sit 
there and look for five minutes, it's amazing what you'll see move. You know 
you never notice that walking across the paddock or driving a tractor across 
a paddock or spraying a paddock. – Farmer 12 
In some cases, there were distinct indications that this engagement was part of strong, 
intimate, and caring relationships. One case which exemplifies this distinction was 
described by Farmer 15. When asked about how their interaction with the farm has 
changed since adopting a regenerative mindset, the farmer noted their ability to pay more 
attention to the livestock’s subtle cues and behaviour changes:  
So, a big problem that we have in traditional, well in the current conventional 
system, is we don't pay a lot of attention. There is not time in the day set aside 
or considered to actually go out and observe the animals and observe how 
they're interacting with their environment and on pasture. I'd say a big 
difference is actually being more observational and taking time. Trying to 
slow down everything and taking time out to actually go and just observe 
and be amongst the cows and see how everyone is… – Farmer 15 
For this farmer, we see clear demonstration of attentiveness. The farmer enjoys ‘being’ 
with the stock, and we even see the personification of the herd of cows through the use 
of language. Treating the herd as if they were a group of people requires the same 
attentiveness to such a relationship that may usually be associated with humans. This 
indicates a blurring of the human/non-human binary which defines more-than-human 
care. However, extending further, this sense of connection was commonly considered a 
key source of enjoyment for farmers. Being present and connected offered opportunities 
for fulfilment to arise out of caring relationships. This furthers Conradi’s (2015) 
argument that attentiveness is more important than respect. Attentiveness creates 
opportunity for engagement between two subjects to become closer and more fulfilling, 
whereas respect has the tendency to remain static. Farmer 15 continued with their 
comments to explain: 
…that's not something that I feel like we've traditionally done, which we 
should because like our animals are our livelihood. So, we need to go and be 
amongst them and see how they're doing. It's definitely a lot more 
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exciting. Oh my gosh, I've said multiple times if we weren't making changes, 
like I wouldn't be able to stay. The conventional system that we had before 
was just so depressing. So, it makes our current agricultural system a lot more 
exciting. – Farmer 15 
Similarly, this blurring is extended to bodies that are often considered inanimate in 
conventional agricultural systems, particularly that of soil. Krzywoszynska (2019) and 
Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) have explored the processes of soil becoming invited into 
care networks of farming systems and food-webs respectively. These ideas are seen in 
the results of this research as well. Growing awareness of soil biota and the 
interconnection of living systems can be a new concept for some farmers as they are 
introduced to regenerative practices: 
We just keep hearing these stories of farmers that have just been battling with 
certain problems… they put this on and they put that on and all these things 
to try and fix the problem. Never dug a hole. Never dug a hole in the paddocks 
that were causing the issues. Never looked. You know, just never been 
trained or encouraged or it just doesn't even register that something that 
would potentially be the cause of their problems could be something 
underground.  – Community Group Rep  
As such, as farmers learn more about microbiology and the soil through regenerative 
practices, their attention to soil health increases. Farmers begin to actively observe the 
quality of the soil and the life within it by smell and sight in order to interpret the health 
of their environment. The importance of life in the soil is something that many farmers 
previously had not understood nor been attentive to prior to engagement with 
regenerative agriculture. Digging holes in the soil quickly becomes part of the process of 
forming a far more intimate relationship with the land than when farmers see soil as 
lifeless ‘dirt’. For example,  
When you walk into your property and you put a spade in the ground, which 
people become addicted to, that you pick up that soil and bring it up to your 
nose and take a whiff. It just fills you with something and that's not so easy 
to measure.  - Farm Advisor 2  
The relationship between the soil and farmers creates strong emotional links to the land. 
In one case, a farmer noted how the removal of chemical fertilisers from the land by the 
prior landowner had assisted in his own journey to care for the property. He referred to 
this situation with an empathetic language choice, saying that “a lot of the pain had sort 
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of gone” from the land already (Farmer 16). Here, the land and the soil are animated to 
have the ability to feel pain, and the farmer is enabled to reduce the level of pain it 
experiences through more care-full actions. 
Thus, we see connections being built or reshaped so that they are embedded in care, 
emotion and the intangible. Importantly, this attentiveness was also noted to be developed 
in human-human relations as well as those with non-humans. Farmer 15 for example 
noted that “before we went in [the regenerative] direction, I was very concerned with the 
way that we treat staff and also the animals. So, going in a regenerative direction makes 
you more aware”. Humans are included in this new web of relations that is formed with 
the non-human through attentiveness. More-than-human relationships become an 
inspiration for regenerative actors and more-than-human actors become role models that 
can filter into human-human personal social lives. Farm Advisor 2 notes the way in which 
soil microbiology is an exemplar for good social interaction. It is in this light that we can 
see regenerative relationships being a process of learning and personal growth through 
attentiveness:  
My relationships with people have just bound forward. Like, I am all of a 
sudden able to just sit and be with people. I can listen, I can communicate, I 
can be authentic, I can be fully self-expressed. And that's what nature relies 
on. Microbes don't sit there complaining about each other and bickering 
over who's right. They just get on with it. And it's not all about being happy 
either. And that's something I've learned with nature, there's life and there's 
death. You know, there's times when we're healthy and vibrant and there’s 
times when we go through stress and hardship, and how that hardship and 
stress makes you resilient. And as a human being… I could probably say 
more than most, how much I've discovered how stress and hardship is adding 
to your resilience as a human being. – Farm Advisor 2 
Many of these relationships may be associated with or stem from the practice of 
regenerative agriculture, but the care present is indicative of a mindset used to tend to 
relationships beyond agriculture alone. The care network is not exclusive to agricultural 
production-based relationships, and as such represents a mindset that integrates the 
individual into a much broader networked socio-nature.  
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 Power dynamics of interrelation 
This attentiveness and observation to the human and non-human is embedded in 
relationships of reciprocity. Thus, the second feature of regenerative relationships links 
to the conceptual understanding that care is not unidirectional, but a dynamic, multi-
directional relationship that has unequal distributions of power. For farmers, there is a 
sense of place and purpose that extends from the shift to viewing their environment in 
the way represented by Fisher and Tronto’s ‘complex, life-sustaining web’ (1990, p.40). 
These levels of attentiveness and observation to human and non-human beings and the 
individual’s connection to them were often found to lead to an appreciation of the 
complexity and fluidity of the vast interconnection between actors and actants in socio-
natures. Researcher 2, who is of Māori descent, reflects on how this approach has synergy 
with te ao Māori: 
I think regenerative agriculture has this view and so do Māori, which is this 
idea that it's a mutualistic, or symbiotic relationship between people and land. 
So, it's more an idea that the more you invest into it, the more it invests into 
you. So, it's this reciprocal relation...Within Māori, we'd would say that 
increasing that health and productive capacity of the soil is to increase it to 
mauri, its ability to sustain life. And that by increasing its mauri, it increases 
our mauri and because our health and wellbeing also increases. So, you get 
this, you know, cyclic, wellbeing and increasing sort of mutualism between 
the two.  - Researcher 2  
Naturally these interconnections are imbued with power which does not always 
concentrate for human advantage. This idea was embodied for farmers in two somewhat 
paradoxical senses of place. The first is a sense of insignificance in place. Farmers noted 
how a human’s role within the environment became small in comparison to the power, 
complexity and enduring timescales of ‘nature’. Viewing the world as interconnected and 
in a way that recognised non-human’s agency created a sense of naivety about human’s 
assumed supremacy within the natural world. Interestingly, this sense of insignificance 
was not met with fear or resistance but instead, humility and curiosity were common 
responses for these farmers:  
I think it makes you get a bit more humble, because when you read about 
how much living things are in a spade full of soil, compared to the number 
of people on the earth... we think we're be all and end all but we're not. We 
are only actually a small part. So, when you start thinking about that sort of 
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stuff, you think, well, we’re not actually dominating. We might be 
dominating in some areas, but the earth will have the last laugh. – Farmer 5 
We're trying to manage chaos…I think I realise my limitations. That there is 
only so much you can do. – Farmer 16 
This humility was then often linked to the practical challenges of farming regeneratively 
as farmers noted how their knowledge of systems were inadequate to accommodate the 
complexity of the systems they attempted to manage: 
I think you become a lot more humble doing this because you realise that, 
fluff, I'm not as sharp as what I thought I was and you just realise how much 
you do not know.  – Farmer 4 
Just the amount of complexity. You start to realize that you're working with 
a really complex system that you just never gonna fully understand. And then 
you freak out for a second because you're like, holy shit, how do I actually 
like, do I have to understand everything that's going on before I can develop 
a management system that's gonna work with that? And you go through its 
freak out period where you spin around in circles, and then try and learn as 
much as you can and kind of just completely overwhelming.  
 - Community Group Rep  
While this understanding of the world as a ‘complex, life-sustaining web’ (Fisher and 
Tronto, 1990) of relations created a humbling, and occasionally uneasy, sense of place 
for farmers, at the same time, a newfound consciousness emerged of the power of human 
action to influence these delicate assemblages. The influence of on-farm actions to 
disrupt such complexity accidently or purposefully was a common realisation. With this 
reframing, we see a second, paradoxical sense of place forming. Human action is framed 
as powerful and therefore becomes the area requiring management rather than the natural 
environment: 
I probably saw myself like most people do is outside of the environment. You 
can buy 100 acres and you can be the boss. You know, you can say this grows 
here, and that grows there, but you’re really only fooling yourself. Now, it's 
now you realise that you're at the mercy of things, but you also realise just 
how much what you do next can change the outcomes. – Farmer 15 
It is through these two somewhat contradictory realisations which come with the 
regenerative mindset that the ‘social’ part of socio-natures is engaged. To an extent, the 
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agency of humans is thrown into turmoil as they are perceived as both actors and actants, 
both in control and out of it. This conceptualisation acts to hybridise the contrasting 
power dynamics of everyday more-than-human agricultural relations. The relationships 
humans have with non-human agents are embedded in unequal power, where humans are 
not always the most powerful. This framing reinforces the idea of reciprocity and 
interdependence of all life and all agents on all others. Relationships are hybridised; 
smashed together, and/or artfully carved into and from a variety of power dynamics in a 
way that acknowledges that people and the environment are always co-constituting and 
have internal bearing upon each other (Booth 2013).   
You shift as your farm shifts. People shift. And remember, people are part of 
this ecosystem. So, we shift as our farm shifts. – Farm Advisor 1 
My view is that your land is… not necessarily, well maybe it is a reflection 
of you.  – Farmer 11 
This framework also extends within the human world too. For example, farmers began 
to rethink the power of their position in the agricultural industrial value chain. Where 
previously inaction or an ‘out of my hands’ mentality was common regarding their ability 
to be agents in their farming practices, with a regenerative mindset, farmers felt as though 
they could reclaim agency. This sense of independence was particularly directed towards 
taking back control from fertiliser companies or other groups that are influential in 
shaping on-farm practices (independence is discussed further in Chapter 5).  
There's all these little industries that come in to milk the farmer…. you get 
people coming, 'oh your carrots are lacking in potassium, you need to buy 
this product off me'… a few of them sell a good argument. So, you listen, 
and then you cotton on to these things when you don't see results… and in 
the end, you just get sick of getting shit advice. And then you do a whole lot 
of learning yourself to work out that so you can filter the bullshit really.  
– Farmer 12 
Regenerative farming was a way of “putting farming back in the hands of farmers” 
(Farmer 12).  The fluidity of actor/actant is reinforced through shifting power relations. 
Farmers engage a power to create change, and in doing so disrupt patterns of power over 
them. Perhaps this re-negotiation of power stems the reconfiguration of farmer-non-
human relationships. For example, as discussed above, non-humans are recognised to 
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have power to, disrupting farmers perceived power over them. Being a part of webbed 
interrelations unsettles agency within this web in ways that can be both empowering and 
humbling.  
However, some farmers showed that there are limits to the unsettling of more-than-
human power dynamics. Reformulated connections with the more-than-human, and their 
perceived legitimacy, can still be limited by existing embedded cultural politics. One 
example of this was the tension that arose from discussion about farmers’ connection to 
the land. All interview participants were asked “do you have any knowledge about the 
principles or ideas in te ao Māori/the Māori world view?”. Some farmers automatically 
took a defensive position to this question, jumping straight to a justification about how 
their connection to the land, as Pākehā, should be valid:  
Don't be Māori, don't be Pākehā, just be farmers, and just care for the land. 
Just because I am not Māori, doesn't mean I would treat it differently to if I 
am Māori. - Farmer 9 
I get a little bit anti with that sometimes, because it's almost portrayed that if 
you're not Māori, you can't care for land... You know, there's the term tangata 
whenua, well, as far as I'm concerned, I've got as much connection to the land 
that I'm standing on than anyone else… - Farmer 12 
I guess a comment is, this may be a naive view, but I'm of the view that my 
connection with land is equal to Māori connection to the land…and perhaps 
not even to be explained...It's just a feeling or connection.... And it 
disappoints me a little bit to think that there's a maybe a connection that only 
Māori can have. That kind of affinity or connection to the land. I don’t think 
I want to go too far into that, but that’s how I feel.  - Farmer 11 
The fact that many farmers answered the question as though it had been framed to make 
comparison between how themselves and Māori connect to land shows a tension. This is 
a tension that stems from colonial and cultural histories in New Zealand and how norms 
of land ownership dictate the supposed connections that individuals have to place. In 
these cases, regenerative actors recognise a sense of interrelation to the land but do not 
feel confident this connection will be seen as legitimate in a Pākehā setting. By jumping 
to defend their self-identified connection to the land, non-Māori farmers are also 
recognising that this type of connection is well known as a feature of te ao Māori. 
Therefore, they see themselves as having to justify their experiences of connection as 
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non-Māori. At first glance, this could be interpreted as the collision of two worldviews, 
a western one where land-human connections are dictated by law and property rights, 
and the other an indigenous view that is more animistic and communalistic. The 
regenerative mindset could be interpreted as blurring the boundary between these two 
worldviews that are generally perceived in popular culture to be distinct.  
However, to argue that these farmers are beginning to use a te ao Māori lens would be 
misleading. Researcher 2 noted how western ways of thinking about the environment 
should be seen as a broad spectrum. On the one end, “you can have quite ecocentric ways 
of thinking and deep ecology. And at the other end of the spectrum, you can have an 
instrumentalist, anthropocentric kind of view of it” (Researcher 2). It is this latter view 
that tends to dominate in society currently. Strongly rooted concepts such as property 
rights are individual, and human actions are seen to determine outcomes on land. 
Therefore, the outcomes are open to capture and enclosure. These quotes from farmers 
above show that perhaps it is not that two worldviews are blurring, but as farmers move 
to a regenerative mindset, they move along the spectrum to a more ecocentric world view 
that more strongly aligns with (but is not the same as) te ao Māori. This is an important 
distinction because the shift becomes less appropriating. In doing so, farmers find that 
the norms of understanding land connections through an instrumentalist approach 
conflict with the regenerative mindset they are now embarking on. They do not have a 
well-known or accepted pathway through which to express these sentiments in the 
western worldview. For example, Researcher 3 notes the differences in spaces to discuss 
such relationships between western and Māori worldviews: 
I definitely believe Māori are more socialized about talking about and 
acknowledging their values and particularly their human connections. But 
boy, there is some deeply passionate, ethically driven Pākehā. And maybe 
we just don't give ourselves the social spaces and opportunities to talk about 
what is so important. We tend to be more intimate where we'll do it.  
– Researcher 3 
Thus, the tensions we see above in farmers defence of their connection to land result from 
the externalising of a previously internally held sense of connection. Te ao Māori, which 
is seen as naturally being embedded in and accepting of such expression becomes 
something that farmers may now relate with because this is the main avenue where this 
kind of connection is visible. But the acknowledgement of this process may be uneasy 
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for some individuals because the power structures created through colonial histories 
persist. 
However, not all farmers felt uneasy about the similarities between the world views. 
Some acknowledged that the way they connect to the more-than-human world though 
regenerative relationships does have similarities to that of te ao Māori and this was done 
with a sense of appreciation and openness:  
It's not a huge part, we respect it, and we understand how important it is. And 
I think it's we have a similar philosophy. It is our taonga, it is our treasure, 
and that's how we treat it. And I agree with a lot of the Māori principles of 
what they're trying to do in their farming businesses. And we have a lot of 
similarities in what we're trying to do here.   - Farmer 10 
That's the thing I was thinking just recently is that this is all basically to do 
with Māoridom and really principles of Māoridom. - Farmer 2 
How Pākehā farmers see their place with, or in support of, or supported by te ao Māori 
is an important discussion to occur. It cannot be done here given the scope of this 
research. But what these points do reinforce is that not only are regenerative actors 
acknowledging the power that is embedded in the more-than-human care relations, but 
those actors’ perceptions of this connection are also similarly influenced by power and 
politics, such as those of post-colonial relations.  
 Conceding control to regain balance  
Acknowledging the power dynamics of interrelation with the more-than-human is a 
critical part of forming regenerative relationships. Farmers recognised, often with 
humility, their role in wider, complex, more-than-human systems. In some cases, farmers 
felt empowered as agents to take back control in socio-political agricultural networks. In 
other cases, historical and cultural politics influenced their ability to define and feel 
validated in their more-than-human connections. But, in many cases they also made 
conscious decisions to concede some of their perceived control over socio-natural webs.   
As a result, ‘letting go of control’ in more-than-human relations can be considered a third 
major feature of regenerative relationships (particularly those with non-human). In all the 
complexity and fluidity of natural systems, farmers recognised that their need to 
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‘manage’ nature reflected the common human response to be in control. This domination 
over nature is a mindset that is rooted in colonial and westernised conceptions of nature 
that have historically had strong influence on the development of New Zealand’s 
agricultural system (Holland et al., 2002). Farmlands were seen as wild places that had 
been conquered and tamed for humans to use as desired. This is manifested in the use of 
chemicals to control weeds or pests and in the common obsession to have ‘tidy’ paddocks 
or gardens (Campbell, 2020). Aesthetic appearance became an indication of control by 
which to then define ‘productivity’:  
In New Zealand specifically, there's a culture like this kind of tidy culture, 
that a landscape should be tidy. But in nature, there's nothing tidy about 
Mother Nature. When you walk into a forest, it's, chaos and diversity. So, for 
New Zealand, it's an appreciation that the landscapes and ourselves as people, 
the humans, all the animals and all the plants are really one ecosystem and 
that diversity is what drives the productivity of that ecosystem. So that's the 
big change in the way we look at the landscape, and also how we look at our 
farms that people need to achieve. – Farm Advisor 1 
As such, farmers began to recognise the ability for humans in some cases to restrict 
ecosystem processes from occurring due to attempts at management. Participants talked 
about needing to concede this perceived control to allow natural ecosystem processes to 
regenerate. So long as humans continue to interfere with these spaces, to some extent 
they will always be spaces of human influence. However, to practice a regenerative 
mindset, farmers noted the conscious choice to relinquish parts this control and to instead 
trust in the complexity of natural systems to restore balance (see Table 4.1). This blurs 
the boundary of being and practice on farms. 
Table 4.1 Examples of participants recognising the importance of diversity and complexity for 
creating balance in ecosystem health 
Quote 
So, I think getting your head around the fact that you don't need to kill everything all the 
time. Modern agriculture is, if you've got wheat, there can only be wheat in that paddock. 
You can't have a weed. You can't have an aphid; you can't have anything. You know that 
crop is just wheat. There's no living life, other than wheat in that paddock. - Farmer 12 
It's an approach to managing agro ecosystem that is working with nature and promoting 
as much life as possible, and a diversity of life, such that the life forms that we would like 
to have enhanced the system are enhanced and all the other life forms that we don't want 
in the system are sort of kept in balance and in control by the diversity. – Farmer 13 
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Part of this is having faith that the system has got that health, that’s inherent in it if you 
can create those conditions. It’s about creating conditions for health. – Farm Advisor 4 
The real really hard part is learning to do nothing. But and then, only then, do you see 
what nature does. – Farmer 13 
 
Conceding control and unlearning existing management practices is done here in favour 
of diversity and health. But it could be argued that an anthropogenic focus still exists in 
this care network as farmers could be seen to be undertaking these activities for the 
benefits that diversity and ecosystem health has for their farming operation 
(Krzywoszynska, 2019). It is true that the types of relationships that are observed here 
are ones of mutual benefit. Farmers taking a step back to allow natural processes to 
function benefits the health of ecosystem processes, and in return those processes provide 
better production and abundance to farming systems. In this sense, farmers become 
enablers of natural processes on farms rather than inhibitors. It is a personal relationship 
of reciprocity, and one that is multidirectional. As one participant noted, “if you look 
after mother [nature], mother nature will look after you” (Farmer 2).  
However, while some farmers do represent this anthropogenic centred shift, others go 
further. Relinquishing control and shifting from domination to relations unbound by 
expectations of reciprocity, can reframe humans from being at the top of the hierarchy to 
being within a “horizontal web of interdependency between all matters” (Beacham, 2018, 
p.539). Farmers can be part of a system that is “more than just about them” (Farmer 13) 
or their own needs and requirements for production. This is a significant part of the 
paradigm shift where “we're talking about change from a central control, kind of 
command control to around equity and mutualism” (Farm Advisor 4). This perspective 
sits comfortably with how care is theorised as an open-ended relation that can be 
reciprocal, but does not have to be (Conradi, 2015). 
These changes in perceptions of power dynamics are a strong theme that emerged from 
key informants. However, they are not universal. There appear to be limitations to how 
these power relations can be unsettled before they come up against boundaries that are 
built from wider systemic power structures. For example, social concepts such as 
property rights, ownership and control of land can conflict with the ideas of relinquishing 
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control. One such example was the particularly strong values of ownership expressed by 
Farmer 14: 
I come from the view that I'm a property rights person, I strongly believe that 
the way that we can move forward best is through having strong property 
rights. And if you think about it this way, what are the areas that are most 
polluted in New Zealand? In a nutshell, they're all the things that don't have 
clear property rights, rivers... – Farmer 14 
Viewing property rights as a pathway to environmental health involves a strong degree 
of perceived control over that land. The outcomes of health for that land are seen to be 
determined by humans and by individuals, and that they begin and end at property 
boundaries. Power is seen to lie in the hands of humans alone. This contrasts with how 
most other participants showed evidence of reforming their perceptions of control as a 
pathway for ecosystem health. These more open-ended caring sentiments continue to be 
explored in how farmers value different species in their farm environments. 
 Valuing of species 
Being attentive to the more-than-human and the power dynamics of those relations 
translates into farmers re-evaluating their perspective on the value of different species. 
This is the fourth feature of regenerative relationships. Importantly, this re-evaluation 
occurs with species that are within and also around the farming system. Those ‘within’ 
are species which are considered to directly participate in or influence farm production. 
Those ‘around’ are those considered to be not directly involved (however, it is 
acknowledged that this line is blurry and dynamic or could even be argued to be non-
existent). This is also inclusive of those bodies which had been considered inanimate 
such as the soil, as previously mentioned.  
A common example was how plants that were considered ‘weeds’ in the conventional 
system shift from being pests, to plants that provide insight into the conditions of the soil 
and the requirements the system needs to restore health and balance. This comes from an 
acknowledgement that ‘weeds’ appear where there is a niche to be filled in that system 
(Isern, 2002). They have purpose and value, and contribute to the soil health, or interact 
with insects and wildlife (Masters, 2019). Weeds therefore become not something to 
spray, kill and remove, but a species that farmers can observe and pay attention to in 
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order to learn about how the natural system is changing overtime and what they can do 
to assist it to regenerate. For example, Farmer 16 talks directly about this change: 
Farmer 16: So, a lot of it's about looking after the plants. I think everyone 
on the farm loves the animals, loves the little baby animals especially. But 
they don't love their grasses and they don't love their weeds. 
Interviewer: But you do?  
Farmer 16: Yeah. Well, you realise what the weeds are actually 
doing… Now I'm realizing that all of these things that the stock don’t eat are 
actually just as valuable as the things they do eat. 
Similarly, Farmer 5 notes the value of ‘weed’ species for farming systems: 
I'd like to think that we're a bit more observational. So, you might wonder 
why something's happening. Rather than seeing something... we're very good 
at seeing something we don't want there, say it's a weed, so we need to kill 
everything and so we nuke it with some chemical. But maybe we need to 
think, why is that growing? Is it bringing up a nutrient that's going to benefit 
things? – Farmer 5 
Again, we see this sense of curiosity and urge to learn stem from attentiveness to the 
environment and its interconnected functioning. Previous actions to dominate over 
‘unproductive’ species are re-evaluated.  
In addition to species that are valuable for the farming system, individuals also reported 
a distinct change in their attitudes towards ‘non-productive’ wildlife that live around the 
farming system without directly participating or being managed within it. Farmer 12 and 
Farmer 4 note their observations of such species and how their perceptions of them shift 
overtime:  
… [relating differently to species] would have been subtle change. I probably 
don't notice it as a whack, yes, it has changed. But definitely I appreciate 
what's around me a lot more. Like a gorse hedge that's in flower, it’s like 'oh, 
I need to get that cut' [to] 'oh shit the bees are enjoying that'. Things like that. 
– Farmer 12 
We'll [regenerative farming friends] take photos or videos of all these insects 
flying around when we’re shifting stock… [a farmer] up the road's got a 
75 
fenced off nest of a hawk in the ground, you know, nesting birds…. 
Suddenly, what's happening out there the life that's happening is becoming 
relevant again. - Farmer 4 
The wider environment ‘becoming relevant again’ is a signal of the regenerative mindset 
in play. Gorse flowers are not usually considered useful to farming systems, in fact, they 
are generally associated with the spreading of the seeds which is harmful due to the 
plant’s pest status in New Zealand (Isern, 2002). But, Farmer 12 is noting that their 
importance to bee health challenges the reputation associated with the plant. This 
relationship could still be interpreted as anthropocentric as the healthy bees are a crucial 
part of this farmers cropping operation. However, it recognises that there are benefits to 
enhancing wellbeing through the system and human health is connected to and in 
reciprocity with that of the more-than-human. Similarly, while the hawk is not a species 
that directly impacts farming, Farmer 4 is noting how his friend (also a regenerative 
farmer) recognises its right to exist in these spaces simply due to its presence. It therefore 
deserves protection; cattle in that field are interpreted to be visitors, or perhaps even 
intruders to that space. Production of agricultural products no longer becomes the sole 
purpose of that system’s existence. Boundaries of productive and unproductive, within 
or around are blurred or in some cases, transcended. Extractive mentalities begin to be 
set aside, and worlds are seen to be organised with humans rather than for humans 
(Harrison and Anderson 2010.) This framing of socio-ecological relations therefore 
demands not only respect but care for the rest of that environment as a more-than-human 
habitat.  
A sense of joy, excitement and connection that comes from cultivating more-than-human 
relationships was also a recurring theme (Table 4.2). Many of expressions of joy were 
regarding non-human species/bodies that brought colour or life back to farmscapes. It is 




Table 4.2 Joy and excitement that arise directly from more-than-human interactions 
Quote Explanation 
It's really fun being out with my clients because 
suddenly they want to, they want to talk about 'did 
you see that bird?’ or 'did you see that 
butterfly?’ or ‘Let's sit and watch all these bees'. 
The interest and the excitement about that nature 
and natural environment – Farm Advisor 3  
Note the enjoyment not only 
from the farmer interacting with 
wildlife, but also that created in 
the human client-Farm Advisor 
relationship that stems from 
these wildlife interactions. 
I had a paddock of sunflowers this year, 6ha of 
sunflowers. And I called it my smile paddock 
because you couldn't help but smile. And it had 
an understory of crimson clover and phacelia 
and you just had that array of colours. The 
paddock was alive. There was, you know, bumble 
bees to honeybees, but then there was a thousand 
other things in there as well. And it's just really 
cool. So yes, but yeah, yeah just being aware of 
what's around you I suppose and the potential 
benefits of all these bits and pieces. – Farmer 12 
Joy stems from the diversity of 
wildlife, the colour of flowering 
species and the overall vibrancy, 
intensity and abundance of all 
that exists within this farmer’s 
paddock.  But also to be noted is 
that the naming of their paddock 
was based on repeated human 
interactions and responses to this 
abundance. This adds a human-
human element that 
communicates the essence of 
human-non-human interactions 
experienced in this space.  
I was never a birder but because, you know, by 
practicing the agenda of management, we've had so 
many more birds on the farm. You know, all of a 
sudden, I'm like, kind of became a bird watcher 
is, and I think in New Zealand, they've never even 
heard of bird watchers. So, and all the 
regenerative farmers I talk to, you know, they'll 
say, Oh, you know, we saw this bird, we saw that 
bird and they get all excited.  – Farm Advisor 1 
Watching and observing birds 
return to farm environments 
brings excitement and joy to 
these farmers described here by 
Farm Advisor 1. This excitement 
is also then shared across human-
human relationships such as that 
between farmers and farm 
Advisor 1. 
 
Table 4.2 shows that enjoyment stems from interaction with non-human, but also, sharing 
this interaction with fellow humans creates just as much excitement and joy. Farmers are 
enthusiastic about these connections with non-humans and want to share that enthusiasm 
with others around them. This reinforces care as a social concept and action. Care is based 
on connection and collaboration (Popke, 2006). As such, outcomes of care and joy are 
embedded into the care web itself so that they are spread through relations with others in 
the web.  
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An interesting point to note here is that the valuing of different bodies in a more-than-
human web is a key part of the regenerative mindset, however it did not seem to occur to 
the same extent as is seen in many indigenous cultures. This therefore reinforces that 
while the regenerative and Māori world views in many ways do align and are synergistic, 
they are not the same. For example, Researcher 2 explored ideas in relation to te ao 
Māori: 
If you're saying a karakia, you know, a prayer or waiata that connects you to 
a stream or a river as a person, and it's sort of telling you and weaving a story 
which embeds you in that place. It works on a, very deep, profound level, 
that you then might relate to, you know, because those, those are seen as 
people, you know, and they're represented as taniwha and all these sorts of 
mythical beings that you have a spiritual relationship to. And that, you know, 
with the whole shamanic, Māori shamanic traditions, where you would 
dream of them and relate to them all the time. – Researcher 2 
Researcher 2 goes on to point out that they doubt that farmers would be having 
relationships with the environment that extend to the spiritual level and storytelling of 
place that is embedded in karakia or other Māori customs. However, they noted that “I 
think [farmers] probably would want to get there” reinforcing that regenerative mindset 
is a step towards a greater partnership between western and Māori world views.  
Regardless of how one wishes to classify this kind of shift in thinking for regenerative 
actors, the cumulative effect of these different dimensions of regenerative relationships 
creates spaces that are collaborative, interconnected and ultimately, caring. It is through 
these kinds of relationships where ‘the magic’ and ‘gold’ is (Farm Advisor 2), that sets 
being regenerative apart from practicing regenerative agriculture. Farm Advisor 2 
captures the links between the four dimensions of regenerative relationships in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4: Exploded quote showing the interconnection of all four features of regenerative 
relationships 
The distinction of these relationships being a conscious choice is an important feature to 
end this section with. This is because it reinforces that being regenerative is not universal 
to people who practice regenerative agriculture practices. Hence, when farmers decide to 
be regenerative, and start viewing the world through an ethic of care lens, we can see the 
transformative potential of an ethic of care begin to translate into decision making 
practices. It is how the relationship between ways of knowing and being, and ways of 
doing in agriculture are revealed. This is a pattern that farm advisors, likely due to their 
position in regenerative circles, can observe across the farmers they interact with: 
What I tell regenerative farmers or people who are thinking about doing it, 
once you decide to become a regenerative farmer, once you feel in your heart 
that it makes sense, and your mind says, I can do this, that is the moment that 
you start regenerating your farm. It's not about what you start doing. It's the 
moment your mind goes there. – Farm Advisor 1 
 
79 
4.3 Regenerative decision making 
A regenerative mindset shapes the way that personal relationships are formed between 
farmers and their more-than-human environments. But care becomes a transformative 
concept through its ability to bounce between theory and practice (Conradi, 2015). As 
such, this mindset, that is embedded in personal relations, can influence the decision-
making processes that farmers undertake to run and manage their businesses, farms, and 
personal lives. The four features of regenerative relationships underpin a further series of 
key elements that contribute towards ‘regenerative decision-making’. The elements of 
regenerative decision making can be categorised as: 1) using a holistic, systems-thinking 
approach; 2) the learning process; 3) planning on more-than-human timescales, and; 4) 
using management or decision-making to act on ideas of responsibility. Similar to the 
four features of regenerative relationships, the elements of decision making are not 
independent from each other but are co-constituting and entwined with the other 
dimensions of a regenerative mindset (see Figure 5). Regenerative decision making can 
be understood as where an ethic of care lens is used to influence ways of knowing and 
being which translates into ways of doing for regenerative actors.   
 
Figure 5: The four features of regenerative decision-making 
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 Holistic approach  
One of the strongest themes to emerge from the research regarding the mindset of being 
regenerative is that of the holistic approach. Holism was found to be something that was 
referenced by all participants (directly or indirectly) in a way that guided their world view 
and their on and off-farm decision making. A phrase that was frequently repeated by 
multiple participants was: ‘healthy soils, healthy plants, healthy animals, healthy people’. 
This is a verbal recognition of the flow on effects and interconnections of various aspects 
of the more-than-human environment. To focus on only one, is to compartmentalise it 
and therefore separate it from the other elements of the system which ignores the 
independency of the whole system. Striving for healthy people, requires a healthy system 
and therefore, the health of everything which constitutes that system. 
Decisions that are embedded within holistic perspectives recognise that ‘management’ 
of one part of the farm or the ecosystem has flow on effects on other parts. If one part of 
the system is ill-functioning, for example, pest insects on a crop, the regenerative mindset 
is to meet this with curiosity and engagement about what in the system is causing it to 
occur. So, instead of applying pesticide, Researcher 4 describes how farmers seek out an 
understanding of why the pests are appearing and what can be done to treat the issue 
rather than the symptom. This represents a different way of viewing the world which 
takes the features of a regenerative relationship and channels them into reframing 
decisions on how to deal with on-farm challenges:  
There was a shift from being problem focused and to find solutions for a 
problem… which is completely different because when you're problem 
focused, you're looking for the problem…So you will get up in the morning 
and see what is the pest to have to kill…And when they shift to regenerative 
approach, they are looking at when there is a pest, the pest is just a symptom 
of some parts that they haven't managed to make better. So, they are not 
looking at the pest as a problem. They're looking at a pest as a cue for what 
it is that they have to make better. So, they look at, I think they probably see 
their system more as an ally rather than something that they have to control, 
and tame, and dominate. – Researcher 4 
Therefore, decisions are made to account for the whole system, rather than fixing one 
part of the system that seems to be functioning in an unproductive way. This contrasts to 
the usually compartmentalised sciences used in conventional agricultural systems. Table 
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4.3 shows several examples of how aspects of regenerative relationships translate into 
more care-full decisions in farming practices through a holistic approach: 
Table 4.3 Examples of care-full decision-making influenced by a holistic mindset 
Quote  Explanation 
It's thinking about the impacts of those 
decisions. And I don't even like the word 
decision because deciding, you know, anything 
that means a -cide means to kill something off. 
To decide means you only got two choices. I like 
to use the word choice, that opens the floor.  
– Farm Advisor 2 
Informant is thinking more broadly 
about the consequences of decisions 
and even the concept of decision-
making itself. They reorientate it to 
frame themselves as agents of 
choice and therefore holding the 
ability to choose to support life 
across the system. 
But the more you read about it is that if you've 
got the diversity there, everything sort of stays 
in balance. You don't need to be nuking all the 
insects. And there's actually a whole lot of 
beneficial ones. – Farmer 5 
 
Decisions are framed by this farmer 
around the importance of 
maintaining balance. This stems 
from recognising that their role as 
farmer is not to dominate, but to 
support. As a result, chemical 
pesticides are not favoured. 
I spoke to someone who hasn't used any 
pesticides or fertilisers on their farm, well, 
synthetic ones for the last 15 years. It's 
completely changed how this person thinks of 
his farm and how, how he… yeah, It's a different 
mindset. – Researcher 1 
 
Reinforcing the co-constituting 
process of being regenerative, this 
researcher recalls a farmer’s 
experience where the decision to 
remove chemicals on the farm has 
had an influential impact on how his 
connection to the farm has 
continued to develop overtime. The 
link between making environmental 
decisions and having a regenerative 
mindset can be multidirectional.  
 
In doing this, farmers integrate their reconceptualised understanding of their role in the 
environment into their management practices. Conceding control and viewing the world 
as interrelated means they see their position in the farm environment as an opportunity 
to support ecosystems to regenerate. Humans become active managers of ecosystems and 
allies of these spaces rather than controllers, as seen in the three quotes below: 
Guiding as opposed to controlling. – Farmer 4 
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You're doing things a lot more subtle… So less of the sledgehammer 
approaches I was referring to, and more of the small hammer, if needed.  
- Farmer 7 
We haven't got any predators in New Zealand, we never really did, but 
everywhere else like if you look at any nature documentary it’s got animals 
grazing, animals trying to stalk up on the grazing animals and then once you 
realise that, that's what your role is. That you just need to move animals 
around and be the cowboy, then you don't have to be the vet. – Farmer 16 
Additionally, viewing the world with a holistic mindset is something that gave farmers a 
sense of enjoyment. This joy was linked to being able to have active participation in the 
system through making decisions based on its interrelation and interdependency. For 
example, Farmer 16 noted that: 
I guess it is like a car. You don't need to know how to put an engine together 
to drive a car but when you do you get a whole lot more enjoyment out of 
driving your car when you either built your engine or you know how it works. 
– Farmer 16 
Unsurprisingly, holistic thinking and relational decision-making also extends to socio-
political spheres of the agri-food system. During interviews, many key informants 
painted a sense of understanding about their role within value and production chains. In 
particular, farmers referenced the need for connection to consumers or other people 
usually considered beyond their sphere of interaction in the existing food system. 
Farmers referenced ideas of consumer health as a major driver for farming differently 
which shows the expansion of the care web across distance and connections 
(Krzywoszynska, 2019).  
Anything that goes off this place I would eat myself and no one's going to 
get sick from it. Being a food producer, that's one of the things I’d probably 
would say about New Zealand, farming in New Zealand, and I've seen this 
over the last 30 years, farmers, generally whether it's crop, or animals, 
protein, once it leaves the farm, it is a disconnect, because the consumer is so 
far away. A lot of farmers don't have that connection with a consumer, so it 
is a product. And that's their disconnect. They don't have that connection of 
their food being over there that someone has to eat, and has to enjoy, and has 
to be healthy. - Farmer 10 
Engagement and connection over these distances is framed though the same relational 
sentiments that are expressed through the phrase referring to healthy soil, plants, animals, 
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and people. The decisions made on farm have impacts beyond that space and influence 
other parts of the agri-food system web. Care for consumers in the context of wider 
societal issues such as public health is viewed to be connected to the quality of food 
production that stems from these farmers mindsets and decisions. Therefore, decisions 
are based on this interconnected worldview where personal/professional and 
consumer/producer binaries are blurred:  
So, every choice that I make, whether it be in my own personal life, or 
really... there's no division... out there in the world of farming, it's about 
thinking, what are the impacts of this? What could happen?  
– Farm Advisor 2 
An important aspect of this holistic approach however is the learning process that farmers 
undertake as part of this decision-making. For example, Farm Advisor 2 continued their 
sentence above to point out the influence of curiosity and learning in assessing the 
impacts of different potential choices:  
…there's the stuff that we know and then there's being curious to what could 
possibly happen. What have I experienced that might give me some insights 
into the impacts of making this choice? And there's a lot that we know, and 
then through having these connections and using language, we can discover 
there's actually a whole lot we don't know as well and that other people have 
tried.  - Farm Advisor 2 
This learning process is based strongly in the qualities of regenerative relationships where 
farmers learn from their attentiveness and observation from humans and non-humans. 
 Learning process 
The farmers’ learning process was often rooted in observation and attentiveness, but also 
in emotions such as curiosity, humility and excitement. They were cultivated through 
both a personal and collective learning process. Regenerative relationships with the 
more-than-human form a basis on which farmers can learn and understand their ability 
to choose management practices or make decisions that support holistic ecosystem 
regeneration or promote social or physical health. As such, learning is the second key 
element of regenerative decision making.  
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The attention to the environment’s subtle changes is something that regenerative farmers 
become more attuned to as they learn about their environment. Therefore, this 
observation becomes a key source of knowledge for farmers’ on-farm decision-making 
such as when to apply fertilisers or pesticides, how healthy a crop is, or the health of the 
animals:  
Being able to make decisions based on their gut feelings and on their sense 
observations. So, eyes, ear, smell, which has been taken away from the 
normal farming and a lot of the farming, it's still there, by no means [gone], 
right? … they are reunited with it. And so, in reuniting with it, they’re also, 
I think, increasing their attention to details about the system. So, they're 
starting to look at their system more and observe the system more. And I 
think when you do that you start being much more... you can relate to the 
system better. - Researcher 4 
As Researcher 4 notes, this processes of learning about the environment and letting that 
guide decisions is a multidirectional process. Observation guides management, but 
management leads to more observation and learning. As such, farmers fall back on 
observing natural systems, engaging curiously with these systems and letting these 
processes guide their on-farm decisions: 
The questions keep coming back to how would this work in nature? Instead 
of, how do I control, how do I dominate, how do I spray and kill?  
- Farm Advisor 3 
It's not about decision making as much is remaking your decisions. 
Replanning. Observing and looking at what they call your feedback loops 
and letting them guide you. – Farmer 16 
Any sheep or beef or dairy farmer could say, you know, is this how nature 
would have done it? When they're trying to decide on a management 
decision. For instance, if you're going to plant fodder beet to winter, your 
dairy cattle, you could ask yourself, does Mother Nature ever have, you 
know, have large herds on bare soil and hanging out in mud? And the answer 
would be no, because if the animals had bare soil under them, they'd have 
nothing to eat. So, they shift right out of there and go to a place with grass, 
eat it and lay down on the grass and not in the mud. – Farm Advisor 1 
A critical part of the learning farmers undertake is that this learning and being 
regenerative is in fact a process. Observation and collaboration with the more-than-
human is constant and fluid. This includes the way farmers are viewing the world but 
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also how that translates into on-farm decision making, management practices and the 
sourcing of knowledge. Openness and readiness to be attentive and to be taught becomes 
important: 
Nature is constantly teaching. It's never stopped teaching me... in those 
whole 47 years of ownership it's never stopped teaching me something. And 
this regen ag angle, to put this in context, it's like doing an apprenticeship. 
– Farmer 13 
We've always [been] prepared to learn, prepared to listen, prepared to take 
on new things. – Farmer 10 
But because regenerative farming practices are flexible, diverse and context specific, 
there is no one way of farming ‘regeneratively’. Instead, an approach to trial, experiment 
and continue to seek better outcomes regardless of the challenges is part of what 
translates observation and care into management practices. Undertaking such an 
unknown process therefore also requires a readiness to make mistakes, to fail, and to try 
again (Table 4.4).  
Table 4.4 Examples of participants showing an open approach to learning 
Quote 
We've continued to experiment, to carry on, to head this way, make mistakes, move that 
way, make some headway. I mean, it's never been a constant thing. We've just been 
continually improving, it's been up, down, around. – Farmer 10 
A big thing on my regenerative journey, is that I’ve gone from sort of trying to work out 
"this works" recipe, to everyday trying to do better than the day before. – Farmer 16 
When farmers are innovating and taking on these systems themselves, there's a whole lot 
of accountability required and there's a whole lot of unknown. But being curious to think 
well, what might happen? And just that curiosity brings this massive hunger for 
learning. And not learning for the answer but learning just for more information to add 
to your toolkit. And every couple of days, I'll think of something and I'll learn 
something that contradicts something that I did in the past. It's just like 'Oh wow', 
next time, I'm going to do that a little bit different. - Farm Advisor 2 
By having this experimental block, it's been great for our farm the last 25 years. You 
know, 70% of the things we try don't work, and we can stop them on that unit, rather than 
putting the whole business at risk. And it's learning to how to love that, you know, 
having that freedom to fail, I think is... and that's the… I think that's a big plus about the 
regen people. At least they're giving something a go, and you don't learn to swim until 
you jump in the water, do you? - Farmer 13 
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Table 4.4 shows examples of how regenerative relationships are translating into 
regenerative decision-making which can be thought of as the internal transcending to 
external though action and practice on farm. Again, this is dialectical. Farmers are using 
relationships with the more-than-human to guide their practices of care for others, but 
alternatively, farmers themselves are experiencing personal growth as a result of these 
practices. While the process of learning, curiosity and experimentation may not 
necessarily be unique to regenerative farmers, there is a deliberate attention paid to these 
processes through this reflexive personal growth. For example, Farmer 2 noted how 
“you're always evolving, observing” as part of farming regeneratively and learning in 
this way. This kind of approach to learning also provides opportunities for farmers to 
practice self-care where many noted they have become kinder on themselves when 
making mistakes in their practices. They recognise their opportunity to try again 
tomorrow and therefore, care for themselves is equally as important as their care for 
others. These concepts of self-care and wellbeing are discussed in section 4.4.2. 
Furthermore, there is excitement and joy that is linked to these processes of learning. 
Many farmers noted how the trial-and-error process, though it sometimes brought 
uncertainty, also created a sense of excitement and satisfaction when their efforts created 
positive results. This extended from the on-farm practices themselves, to the ability to 
participate in a learning environment where the humility of not understanding everything 
brought purpose and a sense of youth. 
Table 4.5 Positive responses to the learning process undertaken as part of being regenerative and 
regenerative practices 
Quote 
Everything is a lot more exciting because you're trialling different [seed] mixes or you're 
trialling different methods, so you are more involved. – Farmer 15 
There is a real satisfaction in seeing something and thinking, actually, this is working.  
– Farmer 3   
 To be frank it's probably re-enthused my passion for farming at this point in my career.  
– Farmer 11 
And this is better for the soil, your wallet, and it's really enjoyable. And as [farm advisor] 
says, you're observing more. I mean, it just makes it, the whole thing far more exciting, 
because I think farming can be quite monotonous. – Farmer 2 
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Every regenerative farmer you talk to, they're excited, they're happy because they're 
learning and when you're learning you feel like a young person, like you are. You feel 
like university students…  - Farm Advisor 1 
 
Referring to their youth is an important part of the quote by Farm Advisor 1 because it 
reinforces the temporality of both the learning process and of the regenerative mindset 
itself. Being regenerative has the ability to delineate time so that past experiences and 
future aspirations can be rooted together. For example, Farmer 16 notes that:  
The thing with Regen is that you can't ever go 'Yes, we've done that'. It's just 
a big journey. And every time you take another 10 paces there seems to be 
another few intersections. But I’ve got a vision. – Farmer 16 
Farmer 16 recognises the ongoing nature of the regenerative ‘journey’ by describing how 
it is not a static goal to be achieved. The path is riddled with intersections where decisions 
must be made and remade, reflective of the dynamic learning process and the 
relationships that are engaged along the way. This is the process of “redefining what you 
think is good...” (Farmer 5), often through a reflexivity that emerges from this type of 
learning. But Farmer 16 notes, as many of the key informants did, that there is a vision 
that they are working towards for the future. As such, timescales and how they integrate 
into decision-making is an important part of regenerative decision making.  
 Timescales  
The interconnected, relational web that constructs the basis of our world is explored 
temporally as well as spatially in a regenerative mindset. Most key informants made 
reference to future issues in some form, with many referring to timescales beyond human 
lifespans (see Table 4.6). Intergenerational thinking becomes an integral part of 
regenerative decision-making as understanding place within the web of 




Table 4.6 Examples of long-term timeframes conceptualised by participants 
Quote 
Ever since day one, we've said that we want to farm as if we live forever but live as if 
we only live for the day. – Farmer 13 
We're not going to sell this property. We want it here for the next 2, 3, 4 hundred years 
for the next generations. And we also want this land to be sustainable for the next few 
hundred years as well. – Farmer 10 
Could we still be farming here in 5000 years using these practices? – Farm Advisor 3 
Oh, you know, the Ballance farm awards? Their [target] is to be sustainable for 100 years. 
And I’m like, you can't actually put a time... why not a million years? Because 
sustainability doesn't have a timeline. You can't have a timeline and the word sustainable 
in the same sentence, or you're kidding yourself! And, so for us regeneration, or 
regenerative farming is about can we do this for a million years? – Farmer 4 
 
This rethinking of temporalities resonates with Puig de la Bellacasa's (2015; 2017) 
descriptions of farmers and the soil. Shifting timescales to appreciate the more-than-
human has implications for how these farmers make decisions on their farm in the 
present. Farm ‘management’ and the role of the farmer in the process is reconceptualised 
to extend well beyond any individuals life. As such, the decisions made by farmers are 
reframed as a small but contributing to goals and aspirations for long term care for, and 
with, bodies of the care network. 
In extending the mindset temporally, farmers engage more with a way of thinking that 
resonates with the constructions of time that Christine Winter (2019) provides in her 
discussions of intergenerational environmental justice and mātauranga Māori. Winter 
describes a delineated perception of time that connects generations of Māori to their 
genealogical past and future simultaneously. Winter suggests time to be more 
appropriately represented as a spiral where future, present and past are pressed together 
and co-existing. The detailed perspective that Winter provides is deeply embedded in te 
ao Māori, and while direct lines cannot be drawn between that ontological framework 
and these Pākehā regenerative farmers, it does it once again offer examples of farmers 
connecting with a similar, deep ecology and relational approach to time itself. In fact, 
some farmers did draw on these similarities:  
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So, under my understanding once you've been in a place, place of land, 
owned, looked after for three generations. It's basically part of your mana and 
part of who you are. And so, we fall into that category. - Farmer 7 
It's generational farming as well. Like my folks, the farm I grew up on, that 
was 130 years or something that the [family] had been farming that one block. 
So, our family wanted it to be sustainable so that it can carry on being 
farmed…. to bring it back to the Māori side of the things then is that they're 
generational, you know, they've been here for longer than us and they want 
things to be going forward. It's exactly the same principle, I think.  
- Farmer 5 
 Responsibility  
The combination of these spatial and temporal ideas of holism integrated into decision 
making inevitably become a pathway for farmers to enact ideas of responsibility. 
Responsibility was most strongly tied to timescales through concepts of intergenerational 
stewardship. For example: 
… the big thing is that there's not much point me using something by the likes 
of roundup or urea and making it a part of our system now if these things are 
going to be banned and 20, 50, a hundred years. Then I've just developed a 
system that's not going to work for my kids. – Farmer 16 
So, our goal is that you want to leave it better for the next person. Like the 
block was quite rundown when we took it over. But I haven't let that slow us 
down from improving it. You know, and I guess we’ve had the mindset that 
well if we're not here, someone else needs it in a good state to be able to carry 
on farming it. Which I don't know might be stupid, but it's a nice thing to 
improve it… we spent a bit of time planting trees, but we're not gonna see 
the benefit of that but someone will one day... – Farmer 5 
An important aspect of thinking about responsibility in the context of the regenerative 
mindset is that regenerative agriculture becomes a pathway for farmers to act on already 
held ideas of responsibility for their farm. Farm Advisor 3 notes that:  
I think that if you look at most farmers, they want to do well, they want to 
look after the land, they want to steward. They just don't know how to do it. 
So, there's a gap between what they're committed to and what their actions 
are. - Farm Advisor 3 
90 
Regenerative agriculture becomes a pathway to achieving these values on the farm. This 
is something that Farmer 9 specifically notes as “the driving force why we had to change. 
Because the values of care were there.... And I wasn't able to look after those values and 
cares by the old conventional system.” If we view farmers relations though this lens of 
geographies of responsibility it allows a deeper conceptualisation of how regenerative 
actors are “assigning, accepting, deferring deflecting or meeting responsibility” (Tronto, 
2012, p.308). We see farmers being able to accept and meet responsibility through 
practices rather than only through ideology. This contributes to farmers being able to 
validate their position as farmers being solutions rather than problems (this sense of 
purpose is discussed later in section 4.4.2). 
An idea that can be translated from post-colonial feminist literature to the regenerative 
mindset is also the need to rethink beyond dependence-based care relations (Noxolo et 
al., 2012; Raghuram, 2016). The mentality of agriculture dominating over the natural 
environment that is based in colonial constructions of nature can be re-framed through 
emphasis on co-dependence, reciprocity and co-production. The acceptance and 
assignment of responsibility by the farmer occurs towards previously inanimate non-
humans such as the soil:  
It's all about looking after Papatūānuku, Mother Earth, and I guess that is the 
principle of regen ag, looking after the soil and it will look after you.  
- Farmer 6 
I think one of the biggest things for me is that the Whanganui river is actually 
treated now as a legal entity. I reckon that's pretty cool. I'd love to be able to 
do something rather like that for our soil, like put it in a covenant that just 
protected it from future abuses. But I don't know how to do that. - Farmer 16 
We see connections with concepts of reciprocity but also, in the quote by Farmer 16, a 
desire to derive and embed this responsibility in much larger and more complex 
relationships with non-human worlds. The granting of legal personhood of the 
Whanganui river in 2018 was part of a series of major steps forward in recognising te ao 
Māori as a valued ontological basis for care within western constructs of legislation and 
environmental management (Winter, 2019). To suggest a similar proposal for soil, 
indicates the extent to which Farmer 16 is recognising the rights of soil and the 
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responsibilities humans have as persons who interact and are interconnected with such a 
body. 
Of course, there are still exceptions to these themes that emerged. In some cases, this 
responsibility while being positioned in a reciprocal relationship, was still demonstrated 
to have an unequal power balance. For example, Farmer 4 noted how regenerative 
agriculture provided a pathway to be able to act as a steward for the land but this was in 
the context of themselves still being “in charge” of that landscape: 
It says in the Bible that we are to be stewards of the land. You know, care for 
it, we're in charge, look after it. And so, we take that fairly seriously. But 
it's always been how do we do this? How do we do that? - Farmer 4 
However, despite this, many farmers did expand beyond discrete forms of responsibility 
for their own land. For example, Farmer 4 indicates that they feel a degree of 
responsibility not only for their land, and perhaps future generations, but the logistics of 
material consumption involved in their ambition for a regenerative future: 
I like [the term] circular. Whether people agree with [it] or not. Just to me 
circular says, 'long game'… - Farmer 4 
The term circular is generally associated with the concept of circular economies. Circular 
economies are closely tied to the circularity of materials by way of connecting end 
products back into reusable primary products. This is important because it indicates a 
level of responsibility for future generations but also material items that are perhaps less 
poetic to discuss or frame in these spaces. 
As such, this holism is entangling material systems, living systems and time into a 
responsibility that is met with enthusiasm and hope. There were also many more 
references beyond responsibility for only land. These included ties to the structural 
injustice of staff working conditions on farms and migrant labour, to ideas of 
responsibility for public health, consumers, and structural inequity. These ideas manifest 
strongly with notions of collective responsibility and are therefore discussed in Chapter 
5 (section 5.3). 
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4.4 Identity and wellbeing: Personal growth as part of ‘being 
regenerative’  
It is clear that regenerative relationships and decision-making are strongly interlinked. 
But an unexpected result in the research was the extent to which being regenerative 
included opportunities for personal growth to occur as a result of the dialectical 
relationship between knowing, being and doing agriculture differently. Interestingly, 
many farmers self-identified this personal growth as part of their regenerative journey. 
For some farmers, it emerged within the context of reflecting on the limitations of their 
previous mindsets, and/or, that of the reductionist and extractive mindset normally held 
within conventional agriculture systems. In some cases, this personal reflection was 
processed during the interview itself, where farmers had not contemplated this growth 
until prompted to discuss their worldviews and how they had changed since taking on 
board regenerative agriculture (Table 4.7). 
Table 4.7 Participant’s reflections on personal change over the course of being involved in 
regenerative agriculture  
Quotes Explanation 
But It's a reflection of my personal growth… people 
are growing, and I think your farm grows with you, 
or I think they are one and the same, they are 
interconnected. I don't think people are necessarily 
that consciously aware of it. - Farmer 11  
Farmer 11 is here exploring 
the co-constituting nature of 
personal and physical farm 
growth. 
 I have better awareness now as to how to improve 
the carbon sequestration. I have greater awareness of 
soil bacteria and soil health and viewing the fungi and 
the bacteria is an integral part of soil health. Whereas, 
previously I guess it was just purely that the nutrients 
of sulfur and phosphorus and.... so I think my 
awareness has shifted enormously but I don’t think 
that has changed my view... well it probably has, I've 
been farming for over 30 years, so it probably has 
since then, but it's been a gradual shift. It's been a 
kind of an evolution if you like. - Farmer 4 
Farmer 4 links the aspects of 
attentiveness and observation 
into how they have changed 
the way they make decisions. 
They specifically note that for 
them, personal shifts have 
been a slow ‘evolution’ rather 
than the quick ‘lightbulb 
moment’ that other farmers 
sometimes note.  
We have certainly changed. As we grow older. You 
become more compassionate with the land, I think.  
– Farmer 10 
I think it's part of the mindset change that you have 
to go through if you're very conventional, using a lot 
Upon reflection, change also 
occurs overtime for Farmer 
10, but they also recognise 
that it is a mental change that 
has to occur. 
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of chemicals, using a lot of synthetic fert, you’ve got 
a change here [points to head]. This is where you're 
going to change first. If you don't change in here, 
you will not change the systems that you’re using 
on farm regardless of what's happening. - Farmer 10 
I think for a lot of people, what's required is either a 
really big ‘aha’ moment, like a discovery that hits 
them in the face, or a bit of inspiration that has the 
same effect, or a bit of grief that has the same effect. 
And it's not till you get hit with that, that you really 
can view things a bit newly, and there's an element 
of letting go of knowing it all. Once you let go of 
knowing it all, that's when things start. And that's 
the authenticity that I talk about. That's really the start 
of the whole journey... is letting go of thinking that you 
know everything. - Farm Advisor 2 
Farm Advisor 2 notes that the 
start of the regenerative 
journey can sometimes be 
initiated by an ‘aha’ moment 
for farmers, contrasting the 
gradual change expressed by 
Farmer 10 and Farmer 4. 
 
It could be argued that personal growth can stem from any part of being regenerative that 
has been covered in this chapter, on the basis that it inherently involves being open, 
learning new ideas and world views, and creating change at any or all scales of 
interaction. However, some key themes that arise from the research in particular are the 
changes in identity and wellbeing. These are considered to be important personal impacts 
of the connection between regenerative relationships and decision-making (Figure 6). 
These will now be explored in more detail. 
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Figure 6: Intersection of identity and wellbeing with the regenerative mindset. Identity and wellbeing 
shape, and are shaped by, the intersection of relationships and decision making.  
 
 Identity 
What does it mean to be a farmer? Constructions of identity are complex and entangled. 
But they have been found to be influenced by the regenerative mindset and by 
participation in regenerative agriculture. Questions of identity cannot be discussed in full 
given the scope of this thesis. Regardless, the topic was entwined in many of the farmer’s 
responses in the interviews. This was in the context of their motivations for taking on 
board regenerative agriculture, responsibility and more broadly, general interactions with 
the more-than-human. Farmers and other regenerative actors communicated how their 
identities shifted with regenerative processes. For example, Farmer 9 said that “what it 
means to be a farmer is the reason why I changed. We weren't being farmers. We were 
just being puppets to the industry”. This illustrates the connection Farmer 9 places on 
being able to think independently and make their own decisions about their farming 
systems with what they believe being a farmer means. In their case, the need to seek out 
and actively construct their desired identity was a reason for beginning the regenerative 
journey.   
What often comes with shifting identities that challenge the status quo is social tension 
or resistance. Unfortunately, this was a common response from farmers who noted the 
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challenges of changing the way they farm, and the stereotypes that were associated with 
being a ‘greenie’ or ‘hippie’ farmer that comes from regenerative agricultures association 
with being environmentally friendly. In some cases, negative impacts on reputation is 
something that becomes a barrier to taking up regenerative agriculture.  
Farmers noted that there was discrimination and, in some cases, feelings of isolation that 
resulted from knowing, being and doing differently. Being different in any community is 
commonly met with social resistance or at minimum a lack of understanding, but to stand 
out in rural communities, which are known to be tight knit, and generally considered to 
be conservative, can be especially difficult. Table 4.8 shows the extent to which 
discussion of isolation, discrimination or stigmatisation was a common emotion for 
farmers to have experienced at some point in their regenerative journey.  
Table 4.8 Experiences of isolation, discrimination, or stigmatisation towards regenerative farmers 
Quotes 
I mean, people were accusing us of being a cult, because we were giving stuff away for 
free and welcoming people onto your farm. - Farmer 13 
People think I’m mad for having phacelia, purple flowering phacelia in my crops.  
- Farmer 12 
Regen is still seen as the outlier, like the far left, we're the crazies - Farmer 15 
So every farm that wants to do some regenerative grazing has resistance. It might be the 
dad on the farm, it might be the son on the farm. It might be the neighbours and they're 
worried about the neighbours looking over the fence. So the resistance is all social, 
related to that culture of tidy farming. - Farm Advisor 1 
Some people will look at you differently. - Farmer 7 
And it is funny, It does intrigue me that we have this big push of mental health and I'm 
like well,  here we are actually getting quite severe bullying within our industry when 
you change or when you do something different. It is like...well no, I just think it is 
humans, you know, you're trying to protect something, so you got to attack or when 
something changes… - Farmer 4 
You've got friends that laughed at you. And said it was a silly thing and what were you 
doing?   – Farmer 6 speaking to Farmer 5 
At the, at the moment, or at least up until a year or two ago, it was a lonely business. Like 
you're changing how you farm completely. And you're being a rebel, right by doing it.  
- Researcher 1 
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In some cases, this isolation shown in Table 4.8 stemmed not from active discrimination 
but simply a change in values that comes with the regenerative mindset 
Often you get very, very isolated. So, I just don't engage...[at local dog trials] 
[inaudible]... I quite enjoy dog trials, but I'm not getting the farm work now, 
so I don't have the good dogs, so I'm not really going. But there’s a group of 
people that when I do go there, they're are still focused on old practices and 
I’m just finding them too narrow to be with. - Farmer 9 
And because you're the one that's already changed, therefore, without you 
even saying anything people see you looking down on them as if we're better 
without even saying anything. That's the way they perceive it because you've 
put yourself out there to try something different. - Farmer 4.  
Valuing different things on the farm leads to shifting understandings of success or 
interactions that bring joy. For example: 
So, the social interactions between the conventional farmer and your 
regenerative farmer are quite different. I couldn't care how big their tractor 
is, or how many lambs they sell or anything else…. I'd really rather talk 
about more exciting stuff. Like how many earthworms I can find in a 
hole. - Farmer 16 
Regardless, being different, valuing different things, or shifting away from the status quo 
requires a significant amount of courage. Because regenerative agriculture is still in its 
infancy, the trial-and-error nature of the practices means that there is a lot of uncertainty 
that is embedded in the process of physical transition for farms. This means that there is 
a fear of failure that comes with regenerative agriculture practices. This is an internalised 
resistance and self-doubt about transition that comes from external uncertainties and the 
social stigma of regenerative agriculture: 
The biggest challenges has probably been my own mental wellbeing for 
being told that it can't work, told that it won't work, is probably the biggest 
challenge. The self-doubt that probably clicks in because you know people 
are watching you like a hawk because you are doing something different.  
- Farmer 12 
Farmers you know, they talk and go to the pub or whatever they do and talk 
in groups and go 'What are you doing that for? Why would you want to do 
that? That’s gonna cost you money. The farm is gonna go backwards' And 
you know… that's something you don't want to hear when you're sitting there 
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in a crowd of people, someone telling you your farm is going to go 
backwards… fear of failure is a real big one. – Farmer 10 
For Farmer 5 this doubt and social stigma made them cautious about how the reputation 
of them trailing regenerative practices may impact their farm accounting business. While 
not being afraid to talk about their trials of regenerative practices to people who enquire, 
they also did not openly advertise their shift in case it alienated clients: 
To be fair we have, we have kept pretty quiet about it… you've got to be 
careful that, you don't want to ostracize a whole heap of clients that are 
farming conventionally. I don’t want them to think, oh this is our nutcase 
accountant, I'm going to leave the practice and find someone that's got similar 
views to me - Farmer 5 
Having courage in any context often involves making oneself vulnerable. Vulnerability 
was a significant theme in this research. There is vulnerability in conceding control, in 
re-evaluating your knowledge or lack of it, in shifting your identity and in reforming 
more-than-human relations. For example, Farm Advisor 3 and Farmer 11 noted the 
courage it takes to step into an unknown space and mindset: 
It's interesting, I mean, probably, maybe [5-8] I don't know how many years 
ago in New Zealand, you know, if you started to go down that regenerative 
track, your neighbours ostracized you and that was a fairly common thing 
that happened. So you had to have a lot of courage or you had to have such a 
momentum to change. - Farm Advisor 3 
It's kind of letting go of your, maybe if you've been a conventional farmer, 
letting go of those structures that have been your comfort or security, or 
whatever its been. So, there's a vulnerability in the shift to regenerative 
farming, to letting go of that and having the courage to do it, I guess.  
- Farmer 11 
For many decades, the staunch, rural farming identity has been strongly attached to 
masculinity (Liepins, 2000; Campbell et al., 2006). However, the process and mindset 
involved in regenerative agriculture and being regenerative actually creates a pathway 
for this masculine farming identity to be challenged and revaluated. While masculinity 
have changed overtime in society as a whole, in farming, these changes have been slow. 
Farmer 11 noted how “people across society are more vulnerable or prepared to be 
vulnerable and that’s exciting…” but creating space for vulnerability is uncommon for 
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rural masculinities so that “regen ag perhaps at the moment is the only avenue” (Farmer 
11). Being able to be vulnerable was expressed in a multitude of different ways by 
informants and these often connected back to the dimensions of regenerative 
relationships and decision-making. These are displayed in Table 4.9. 
Table 4.9 Sentiments of vulnerability and shifting masculinity expressed by participants  
Quote Explanation  
And the farmers in our groups at that, we are so 
much more fluffy about things.... You know, 
we'll take photos or videos of all these insects 
flying around when we’re shifting stock, I mean 
that's just... [facial expression says 
weird/stupid]. Or you know, [Farmer] up the 
road’s got a fenced off nest of a hawk in the 
ground, you know, nesting birds. I mean, what 
a croc! who cares?! That sort of thing. 
Suddenly, what's happening out there the life 
that's happening is becoming relevant again.  
- Farmer 4 
Use of the word ‘fluffy’ to describe 
caring sentiments and the 
expressions and labelling of a friend 
as a ‘croc’ – these are remnants of 
how caring in this way is seen as 
‘stupid’, but acknowledging how it 
is all relevant and necessary 
anyway. This indicates Farmer 4 is 
acknowledging how the mindset of 
masculinity is shifting. Farmer 4 is 
appreciating the new perspectives 
but describing them with language 
that could be considered dismissive 
in old mindsets towards 
masculinity.  
I do workshops for conventional producers and 
there's definitely a difference in confidence and 
willingness to ask questions or willingness to be 
open minded. So I think there's a freedom to 
talk about what you care about, whereas 
there's probably, possibly, less freedom to do 
that in [conventional] space to talk about what 
you love, and the things that actually make 
you well-up.  - Farm Advisor 3 
Recognising the difference between 
conventional and regenerative 
spaces, Farm Advisor 3 speaks to 
the ability for the communication of 
emotion in regenerative spaces.  
The way that I view what life is about is 
transformed. The way I look at myself, as not 
only a being but also an organism, I treat myself 
a whole lot differently now. And it's all really 
relevant. What we learn on farm, and for any 
ecosystem function is very much similar to the 
way we function as human beings. And it all 
comes from, you know, expression, diversity, 
communication. And, letting go of this thing 
that was limiting me for so long, called pride. 
- Farm Advisor 2 
Farm Advisor 2 reflects on their 
personal growth that regenerative 
agriculture has been a part of in 
recent years. There is discussion of 
admitting faults/flaws and 
expression of emotions. Both of 
these are strong contrasts to 
stereotypical masculine identities.  
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Connecting vulnerability into the regenerative identity is a change for these farmers that 
arises out of a new way of thinking about the world through the regenerative mindset. 
Being regenerative is a process that requires vulnerability, courage, and openness 
because aspects of an ethic of care such as interdependency, mutualism, reciprocity and 
connection demands such emotional framing of relationships and decision-making. For 
example, Farm Advisor 2 discusses the connection of reforming masculinities with this 
emotional and personal process of being regenerative: 
I mean sure, [challenging masculine stereotypes is] a by-product. It's not an 
intention. I went from the stubborn masculine pig to now being you know, 
it's crazy the changes that it's made to for me as a human being. Like, I listen 
now, I can actually be present with people. For sure, it has something to offer 
there.... Because the masculine is to be very strategic and very linear and very 
purposeful and purposeful can go both, you know masculine and feminine… 
but what letting go of that stereotype, that traditional way of operating with 
certainty and righteousness allows is that curiosity. To be stubborn and tough 
and masculine doesn't allow for much curiosity, because to be curious, you've 
got to be a bit open. And I think that's something that scares a lot of 
traditionally, you know, especially the traditional farmers, the older 
generation. And I think it's becoming more acceptable. You know, there's a 
place for that thinking. And there's also a place for that, that other way of 
thinking of being a bit more sort of open authentic, willing, trusting, curious. 
- Farm Advisor 2 
Naturally, personal concepts such as vulnerability, openness and curiosity have major 
flow on impacts for personal wellbeing. As being regenerative requires actors to turn 
inward to view the world differently, they are also reflexively assessing their wellbeing 
as part of this process of change. 
 Wellbeing  
A critical part of the themes that are covered in this chapter is that ‘being regenerative’ 
can be strongly linked to an increase in farmer wellbeing. This can be linked to many 
aspects of the regenerative mindset such as joy and excitement. After all, how can 
someone be regenerative if the actors themselves do not find joy? Implications for 
wellbeing therefore stem from this joy and excitement but also from the wider practice 
of a regenerative mindset itself and its links to physical health. For example, Table 4.10 
shares informants’ sentiments of how their wellbeing and health had improved since 
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undertaking a regenerative mindset. These are linked to aspects of self-care that farmers 
begin to undertake as part of the regenerative journey.  
Table 4.10 Examples of improved wellbeing and selfcare 
Quote Explanation 
For people to take on the practices without the mindset 
shift, they'll see results, but they won't necessarily 
feel the results. And that's also something that scares 
people. I used to be the sort of farmer that would not 
be interested in any sort of feeling, or any sort of thing 
that I couldn't see. I wasn't interested in things I 
couldn't see. And once I discovered that there was a 
whole lot that I can see, and it left me with a sense of 
wonder and peace of mind I realised, man, there's a 
lot of people out there just wanting to be told, just 
wanting the system, just wanting to script without the 
shift and thinking. It just changes the whole way you 
operate in the world. That's when I noticed things like 
my heart rate dropping. That's when I noticed things 
like, I didn't need to smoke cannabis to sleep at night - 
I could actually be at peace. I noticed that I started to 
see things about my children that I never saw before. I 
started to observe things out there in the world that I 
could never see before because I was so narrow 
minded. Once I opened up, it was like taking the 
blinkers off. – Farm Advisor 2 
We see in this quote the 
connections drawn between 
applying oneself to the 
regenerative mindset and the 
positive implications for 
personal health (physical and 
mental). Farm Advisor 2 then 
also goes further to link this 
back to ideas of awareness 
and observation in their social 
interactions with family, 
indicating the dialectical 
process of attentiveness and 
wellbeing for which 
regenerative agriculture can 
be a conduit.  
And I know from interviewing people… they would 
talk about life before regenerative agriculture and life 
after in terms of stress, in terms of how they relate to 
their kids, and how they relate to the whole family. So 
I interviewed the kids as well and the kids would say, 
before regenerative agriculture mum and dad 
were really stressed they used to yell a lot, it was like 
a chore to be on the farm and since we've gone through 
this change, it's become something that's much more 
joy filled, we can see the purpose of the things that 
we're doing and it's just a lot more fun and mum 
and dad don't yell at us anymore". You know, like 
it's pretty dramatic the shift in people, and I think that's 
because your mindset changes. Pretty simple.  
- Farm Advisor 3 
Again, positive benefits are 
drawn from the mindset of 
being regenerative and 
transferred into human-
human relations – particularly 
that with close family 
members. Here joy is linked 
also to the family having a 
sense of purpose as farmers 
which is a key theme 
discussed below. 
Just little things like that, that once upon a time I would 
have gone ‘Oh, that's pugging’ or ‘now we've stuffed 
that up, we can't do that anymore.’ And now it's like 
oh, yeah, we overcooked that a bit - but you’ve got to 
Farmer 16 describes the 
process by which they used to 
make mistakes with on farm 
management and become 
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sleep sometime! So right, “how can we do this 
differently so that next time we can do that really, 
really well”. And just trying to make the mistakes less 
and less often. And it does, it takes quite a bit of care 
and a wee bit of courage just to keep trying new stuff. 
- Farmer 16 
frustrated with themselves. 
Now, they are kinder and 
acknowledge that there are 
road bumps on the path 
towards better outcomes on 
farm. As long as they move 
forward and continue to try, 
they are satisfied.  
When you get to my mindset now you actually find.... 
I don't [want to] know what you've done wrong, I 
want to know what you've done right. Whereas 
everyone else, they try and look at the negative stuff so 
they can discredit them... - Farmer 9 
Farmer 9 speaks to how their 
mindset has changed to have a 
positive outlook on progress 
that they, or people around 
them make.  
 I think care of self comes out of that, you know, some 
of the guys I work with, if they're not looking after 
themselves, then we have that conversation in terms 
of, if you're working 24 hours in a day, and you're not 
eating very well, how is that regenerative? How does 
that fit into what you're trying to do on land? Because 
I don't personally see any separation with how we 
manage land, and the humans that are managing it. So 
if you're not looking after yourself, then don't 
expect that your land is going to be in great shape. 
And so yeah, we certainly have those kind of 
conversations, which, you know, I probably won't 
have with a conventional [farmer]. - Farm Advisor 3 
Farm Advisor 3 notes that 
self-care is important for 
being regenerative as people 
and the land are not seen as 
divisible in a regenerative 
mindset. 
I was never happy. We changed because I wasn't 
happy. It probably comes back to my youth because 
when we farmed conventionally… we used to grow 
winter crop and swedes and we'd put [chemical] on. 
The sprayer would come put [chemical] on and I’d sit 
in the open cab tractor and have to work it on stoke 
behind... so, smell it, and the dust was sorted through 
the cab. And several years later, anytime I went near 
chemicals, I just feel terrible, and I'd start getting 
sick. So that was a great influence on me, particularly 
in chemicals. So, I have walked in some paddocks on 
farms and had to walk out again. So, it obviously 
affected me quite markedly in my health. And that 
guides you and your life and where you want to go 
and I didn't want to be, I didn't want to use 
chemicals in a full-on farm system. – Farmer 10 
Personal health and wellbeing 
is a priority for Farmer 10 
who has had poor experiences 
with agri-chemicals. 
 
Including aspects of self-care into the regenerative mindset is a key indicator that farmers 
are consciously linking themselves into the care networks they are creating with the 
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more-than-human. This is critical because creating positive outcomes for mental health 
and wellbeing of farmers has been a challenge in recent decades (Morgaine et al., 2017; 
Beautrais, 2018).  
But joy and positive wellbeing can also be linked to positive aspects of the reputation 
regenerative farmers are carving for themselves. The social licence of agriculture has 
been degraded over the last decade. Farmers have often been seen as polluters (e.g. 
climate and water) due to the environmental impacts of the industry (Tall and Campbell, 
2018; Willett et al., 2019). The reputation of farming, particularly dairy, sheep, and beef 
production has been negative. Yet, with being involved in regenerative agriculture, 
farmers talk about their ability to redefine their own identities and reputation in this 
space. Farmers are hopeful about reclaiming their social licence to farm by providing 
solutions to environmental issues such as climate change. Table 4.11 shows how this is 
linked to an increasing sense of pride that comes from being a part of a new identity 
which has purpose for themselves and wider communities: 
Table 4.11 Expressions of a sense of purpose that comes from being a solution to environmental 
issues  
Quote 
The public pressure on farmers, you know, a lot of farmers are down because of that. 
Whereas we're just so pumped about farming being pretty much the number one 
solution to climate change  - Farmer 4 
Like, we are carbon farmers now - Farmer 9 
I think part of the social issue, I guess is the perception that farming has had in the last 10 
years maybe. So, I see this as a real opportunity to shift that perception. - Farmer 11 
I feel more hopeful. ...we have recently been seen as, which we are, as carbon emitters 
and a major problem for the future of net zero economy or society. But if we convert to 
regen and we have grazing ruminants moving across grassland we will actually sequester 
carbon and will be a solution for future net zero. So it's a massive difference. 
 - Farmer 15 
The rancher I was here with this week, I think I nearly caught him with a tear, you 
know, just talking about the contribution that they are to... the contribution they are 
here is just, you know, it's massive. I mean, they're having a global impact with what 
they're doing and that real sense of purpose. – Farm Advisor 3 
So, you know, 'check out my stream, it's cleaner at the bottom than it was at the top'. That's 
an observation that maybe many people aren't making, because they're not kind of tuned, 
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they're not looking at it. And then they start to look at it and start to appreciate the value 
of clean water and then get really excited about it. So yeah, I mean, I couldn't even count 
the number of conversations... It typically happens on every property as people want to 
show you something that's not necessarily the core business, it’s that  'hey, here's this 
endangered bird. And look, it's all over my place'. And that real pride of knowing that 
you're part of having a system that's starting to work. – Farm Advisor 3 
 
There are massive implications for wellbeing that occur from having a sense of purpose, 
the practice of self-care and experiencing joy and excitement again. But an important part 
of these ideas is that they are not individualistic. Care is an intimately collaborative 
concept in both theory and practice (Popke, 2006; Conradi, 2015). As such, although the 
ideas here are discussed relative to specific individuals and their lives, all of the aspects 
of the regenerative mindset are strongly tied to a collective sense of change, commonality 
and support. Being a part of something ‘bigger than yourself’ (Farm Advisor 3) is a key 
part of the discussion in the next chapter. 
 
4.5 Conclusion 
This chapter has posed the argument that ‘being regenerative’ is a mindset that is 
constructed from a strong but dynamic interaction and interrelation of regenerative 
relationships and regenerative decision-making. This mindset is one that is relational, 
and care-full. The features of regenerative relationships and decision-making are an 
embodiment of a more-than-human ethic of care as they are strongly interconnected, they 
can be reciprocal, and they are co-produced. But they are also attentive, political and 
embedded in holism and responsibility. Research participants’ stories demonstrate how 
the key features of relationships and decision making that have been categorised for ease 
of communication here, are in fact co-produced, messy and highly overlapping. For 
example, attentiveness supports learning with the more than human, which in turn 
encourages a holistic and more care-full approach to decision making. But connections 
such as this between these features of being regenerative are pluralistic; every 
regenerative actor enters this space from a different background and takes a different 
path. Yet, the concepts of this chapter are strongly knitted together and interwoven so 
that they each support and receive support from the other features of the mindset. 
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The regenerative mindset is a strong example for how thinking differently and being 
different translates into doing differently (and vice versa). How people view the world 
and the decisions they make on the farm are intimately connected. This interaction has 
significant outcomes for individuals’ sense of identity and wellbeing which then also feed 
back into the process of being regenerative. Thus, we see that there are components of a 
more-than-human ethic of care involved in ‘being regenerative’ and as such, the way 
actors interact with the world can challenge the existing culture of food production. We 
see the beginning of this in the social connections discussed at the end of this chapter.  
Identity, vulnerability, masculinity, reputation, and sense of purpose are all ideas that are 
situated and constructed socially, and therefore shift overtime with regeneration. But how 
do these more individually focused shifts begin to create change beyond the self? To not 
just challenge, but change the culture of food production, the regenerative mindset must 
be embedded into more collective and community-based spaces that have impacts at 
larger scales. Therefore, the next chapter takes this now established understanding of the 
mindset that underpins ‘being regenerative’ and contextualises it within a broader care 
network: the regenerative agriculture movement in New Zealand. It is through this larger 
scale lens that we can start to see how a more-than-human relationality is threaded into 





Collaboration for movement-scale care 
5.1 Introduction  
The regenerative mindset sets up its actors to view the world with a lens that is aligned 
to a more-than-human ethic of care. This has been explored in Chapter 4 through looking 
at how individuals are changing the way they are thinking, being and doing. However, 
an ethic of care is inherently relational and therefore this approach to the world is also 
collaborative and social. As such, it is important to understand how being regenerative 
manifests collectively. This chapter will focus on the regenerative movement of New 
Zealand as a collaborative manifestation of the regenerative mindset. The ethos that the 
regenerative movement embodies shows how the mindset enables a collaboration that 
contributes to challenging the status quo. As a movement, regenerative agriculture in 
New Zealand has emerged from a grassroots, farmer-led social network of holistic 
thinkers. These actors have connected across space to create networks that are built on 
social foundations of cooperation and care. This chapter argues that as their regenerative 
mindsets are woven into these social networks, they are actively reforming the culture of 
food production in these spaces. 
There are multiple aspects of the regenerative movement in New Zealand that emphasise 
the collaborative and social dimensions of a regenerative mindset. These aspects suggest 
the regenerative movement is in many ways reflective of an in-action ethic of care. This 
chapter will use three examples of a collaborative mentality to show how a regenerative 
mindset contributes to reforming these social spaces. These are: 1) the flexibility, 
inclusivity and diversity of the movement; 2) collective responsibility and; 3) community 
networks for support and knowledge sharing. 
The first section will focus on the diversity of practice that stems from regenerative 
agriculture’s flexibility. As a term that is relatively undefined, it creates less barriers for 
engagement, and the shift in mindset creates spaces for open communication and 
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learning. Therefore, the movement is argued to be relatively inclusive which leads to a 
further diversity of people, opinions and experiences being brought to the table and 
welcomed into the space.  
Second, how the regenerative mindset enables collective responsibility to be engaged is 
discussed. Many regenerative actors are extending their conceptualisations of 
responsibility far beyond their individual selves or farms. Instead, systemic issues such 
as health and the wider food system are integrated in a productive, proactive, and hopeful 
manner through being regenerative in theory and practice.   
Following this, the third section looks at how community networks are a key feature of 
the movement. On-the-ground farmer-farmer connections have led to the creation of 
support systems and knowledge sharing networks. Both of these networks are vital to the 
functionality, momentum and spirit of the movement. 
These examples of collaboration show how regenerative actors, and the mindset they 
bring together, challenge the status quo by encouraging completed care cycles. The 
regenerative movement favours collaboration over competition so that as it grows, the 
network of care that it carries pushes and tests the boundaries of existing agricultural and 
economic systems in New Zealand. Regenerative spaces are visible care networks. By 
weaving a more-than-human ethic of care into the social foundation of these spaces, these 
actors are enabling the regenerative mindset to blend across and blur the scales of the 
individual, community and beyond. This is critical to understanding the transformative 
potential of regenerative agriculture as collaboration creates an alternative pathway for 
the social dynamics of agriculture to exist within.  
 
5.2 Flexibility, diversity, and inclusivity of the regenerative 
movement  
There is a large amount of diversity in the regenerative agriculture movement. This 
diversity applies to the types of practices used, the people involved and their political 
views, experiences, opinions, and physical location. Additionally, there is diversity in 
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farm types, and landscapes, and therefore also diversity in the processes that each farmer 
undertakes on their regenerative journey. This section suggests that this diversity is due 
to regenerative agriculture being a relatively undefined term. As such, it is flexible and 
creates space for inclusive conversations. 
Flexibility and diversity are a key part of what enables a regenerative and more-than-
human ethic of care to be embedded into the movement. They create inclusive spaces 
which encourage collaboration for mutual benefit. This flexible and inclusive mentality 
is important to ‘being regenerative’. Additionally, the ethos that we can observe in these 
regenerative spaces regarding inclusivity is important for enabling the collective 
responsibility and community networks that makes the social foundations of the 
regenerative movement caring.  
 Flexibility in practice 
A key part of the regenerative movement is that it has diversity in the practices that can 
be used on farm under the umbrella term of “regenerative agriculture”. Practices that are 
used are flexible. For example, one farmer might be entirely organic while another might 
still use glyphosate. Instead of focusing on the practices themselves, it is the outcomes 
of restoring soil health and ecosystem function that is important. Farmers innovate, 
experiment, and use a process of trial and error to learn about the best way to achieve this 
on their own farm.  
As such, an important part of the movement is this flexibility. The practices are non-
prescriptive, but instead can be part of a toolbox of options that can be accessed when 
and if farmers see fit. The flexibility also allows diversity in routine and the learning 
process. Because “there's definitely not a black and white set of rules to follow” (Farmer 
11), this type of farming can be more engaging for farmers. Farmer 10 described this 
flexibility as being “not stuck between the railway lines”, something that they “didn't like 
about conventional farming”. As there is “no one recipe” (Farmer 2) for farming 
regeneratively, farmers aim to create context specific systems that are specialised to their 
landscape and business. The non-prescriptive nature of regenerative agriculture means 
they can do this in a variety of different ways:  
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I think the beauty of regen is that it's not fixed. Because our agricultural 
environments are so varied and everything is different throughout the country 
in our different environmental pockets that we can't just have a fixed solution 
for everything. – Farmer 15 
But to me, [regenerative agriculture is] an umbrella, which underneath lies a 
lot of tools. And that's all. And the tools, as long as you're pushing forward 
your resilience, your profitability, your ecosystem services and fuctions. I 
don't care what that looks like. If the result is healthy soil, healthy plants, 
healthy Animals, healthy people. And the by-products of [it] are a whole 
healthy system, you know, that's pretty cool to me. I know that that comes in 
many forms. - Farm Advisor 2 
This non-prescriptive nature of regenerative agriculture means that farmers can select 
from a range of practices or ‘tools’ that already exist in the industry but combine them in 
a way that works best for them and the regeneration of their systems. For regenerative 
actors, this flexibility emerges in many learning spaces where they can pick and choose 
what practices they liked from those that they learned about at various events, from books 
or online. Vice versa, this flexibility is exemplified in teaching spaces too, such as seen 
in Table 5.1. The learning process described in Chapter 4 is reinforced here as the process 
of forming a farming system that works for a specific farm is different for every 
individual. Yet, in this framing we see how the learning process is also reliant upon the 
availability of collective knowledge and the flexibility of applying it to on-farm practices.  
Table 5.1 Examples of how flexibility of practice emerges in learning and teaching spaces 
Quote Explanation 
Some people will take specific things out of regen ag 
that will work really well for the land, and their 
business, and others won't. We've taken specific 
things out that we believe will work for us. But 
we're learning, still learning. So, we're learning new 
things. Every time we have another webinar, or every 
time we meet new people, whether it's scientists, 
farmers, whoever they may be, we're learning stuff, 
and we're taking some of that and we're bringing it 
back into our business. So, we're all sort of on this 
learning phase at the moment and this might go on for 
another... who knows how long it will be? - Farmer 10 
Flexibility in how farmers can 
pick information and 
knowledge from many 
different types of farming, 
and many different learning 
spaces. 
[We’ve] done a lot of soil events; education and we've 
done courses and bits and pieces. I think, in some 
respect, it’s good to do many different ones because 
Farmer 2 talks about how they 
take from many different 
sources of information that 
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you take a bit of each, and each farm is different.  
- Farmer 2 
they encounter to create the 
plan for what they do on their 
farm. 
The old way is, here's a formula that works and it's 
generic and everyone takes it. You know, all you've 
got to do is go and pick up a Lincoln technical farm 
manual. That, that no longer applies. And with our 
teaching, it's got to be specific, and it's got to be 
relatable and it's got to be inspirational and it's got 
to be informative, but not in a generic sense. It's got 
to suit every individual. And then even within that 
individual operation there's multiple extensions of 
ways in which we have to operate because every 
paddock is different. - Farm Advisor 2 
Sources of knowledge shift 
with the flexibility, creative 
freedom and non-prescription 
of regenerative practices. This 
therefore translates into 
changes in the way teaching 
occurs in regenerative spaces. 
If you look at a lot of conventional stuff, it's plug and 
play, you're on a calendar, you spray this, and you put 
this much fertiliser on. And everything's already kind 
of laid out. And it's taken all the creativity and I think 
the joy out of agriculture, whereas regenerative is a 
very, very creative process and they are on that 
edge of the frontier of terms of what is possible and 
what could be done. – Farm Advisor 3 
Flexibility is linked here to the 
creativity and innovation that 
can exist in learning spaces. 
 
Farmer 10 notes how they bring knowledge back to their farm from a variety of sources 
and also references how that learning is a continuous and open-ended process that will 
continue for “who knows how long”. Linking the diversity of knowledge and practice to 
the learning process reinforces how finding practices that work in each farmer’s unique 
system requires a process of trial and error. This experimental journey, as noted 
previously in section 4.3.2, is part of what brings joy and excitement to farmers but is 
also closely interwoven with aspects of regenerative relationships. For example, attention 
and observation are required to pull together knowledge and resources to enable context-
specific decision-making. Farmer 16 uses the metaphor of parenting to explain how they 
care for the land through this context specific approach. For them, moving away from a 
“this works recipe” resembles the saying “when you've got a few kids, you love them the 
same by loving them different" (Farmer 16). In this case, flexibility of practice provides 
an avenue for Farmer 16 to undertake specialised care-full relationships. The non-
prescriptive and diversity of practices means that Farmer 16 can trial different 
management approaches on their farm in order to find one that works best for that 
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ecosystem. But that approach is also never set. Instead, the farmer is continuing to learn, 
observe and create care-full engagements as a pathway to continuously improve the way 
they are ‘loving’ the system day to day. This comparison by Farmer 16 also exemplifies 
how care that is often seen as reserved for humans, in this case children, is being extended 
to include the more-than-human.  
Furthermore, this flexibility in practice transfers into on farm adaptability. As farmers 
change their farming practices, they start to build resilience into their systems from a 
biophysical perspective, but also socially and economically. This is because restoring 
ecosystem function and diversifying practices mean that the farming system can be more 
resilient to sudden impacts. This is noted by Farmer 10 and 2: 
So, we just don't have any defined seasons any longer. So, you've got to be 
very flexible in your management. We have always been flexible, but you've 
got to be more flexible. You've got to be on top of things, you've got to be 
ahead of things, you've got to be very proactive. If you’re not proactive and 
you get behind and you're reactive, it’s very hard to catch up again. So, it's a 
completely different dynamic to farming than the 90s. And over 2003, [it 
was] easy to farm, compared with now. You've really got to be on the ball. If 
you make decisions late, you'll just get yourself in a spot where you can't get 
out of it for that season. So, it's completely changed. - Farmer 10 
I think the good thing about regen farming is that going down this track, 
especially with the weather bombs, you feel like you've got a lot more safety 
net. - Farmer 2 
Integrating this level of resilience into farming systems is vital for farmers to adapt to 
climate change in the future. Having a range of tools and practices means that flexibility 
in practice is a key component of the pathway to healthy and functional societies: 
Everyone's interested in resilience. Ultimately, resilience is fundamentally 
grounded in natural systems in lots of different ways. And regenerative ag is 
all about working with our natural systems and increasingly increasing their 
health and function. And that's the foundation of society. And that's what 
Regen ag is helping to do. - Community Group Rep 
Interestingly, the flexibility in practice of regenerative agriculture was often compared to 
the conventional system, but also in particular, to the organics community. Organics was 
perceived to be tied up in regulations, prescriptive practices and therefore having no 
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‘wiggle room’ so to speak for farm systems to achieve certifications. Farmers often noted 
the lack of a set definition for regenerative agriculture meant that it was not ‘boxed in’. 
Therefore, this allowed for flexibility that other, more well-defined types of agriculture 
such as organics does not allow. For example, Table 5.2 notes just some of the multiple 
times that participants made direct comparison between regenerative and organic 
agriculture. 
Table 5.2 Direct comparisons of regenerative agriculture to organics 
Quote 
 So that’s the thing, it's not like organic. I think organic was just too tough. Even the 
organic guys would say that it was just too restrictive and too challenging, and we didn't 
have any flexibility in it. Some of the guys, like [farmer name] would say, why can't they 
do this? And it was a quite a challenge to even to go through that formal process. No 
give. – Farmer 2 
Because, as you may have discovered over the course of your research, regen ag is quite 
different to organic agriculture, in the sense that you can do it in different ways. And it's 
not as prescriptive. It's not a compliance framework. So, there are lots of ways to approach 
regenerative agriculture. - Researcher 1 
Well, just with regen farming, you need to put as much in as you like, or as little as you 
like, really. It's a funny sort of label. Really. You couldn't really say it’s a box, you know, 
you're not organic. It’s a very broad term. – Farmer 1 
We don't have to necessarily be organic. But we can be sustainable. Yeah, and I alluded 
to, organics is as good as it sounds [but] when it gets into animal health, side of things it's 
a bit harder. Because if you're not drenching sheep cause you're organic, then it starts 
dying because it's full of worms, then you get animal health problems. And so, then you 
are criminally liable for not looking after an animal. But that's why I find regen sort of in 
the middle. It's not as extreme one way or the other. Taking the best ideas. - Farmer 7 
 
In contrast to organics, with regenerative agriculture farmers felt as though they had more 
independence and agency because they could choose the practices that work for them. 
As discussed in Chapter 4, having the creative freedom to try new things and the freedom 
to fail (and to try again), became an important part of farmers’ regenerative journeys. The 
observational learning process, flexibility of practices, and non-prescription all combines 
to set up a space for an independent and self-driven form of decision making. Farm 
management was directed by curiosity and values (social, economic and physical), rather 
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than guidelines pre-prescribed by industry. As Farmer 16 noted, “regenerative is 
freedom”. These sentiments are further explored in Table 5.3. 
Table 5.3 Participant’s expressions about reclaiming independence and agency in farming decisions 
Quote Explanation 
Farmers often like to be masters of their 
own destiny - this that kind of phrase... I’m not 
sure if it is accurate. And as I said, they don't 
like being told from the top down, told what to 
do or how to do things. That's part of the joy of 
the career. Of part of the lifestyle. So, these 
changes I'm making are just purely because 
I'm ready for them. They feel right sort of 
thing. So, because it’s my inspiration, there’s 
no coercion. So, I think that's a significant 
element of it. – Farmer 11 
It is important that the uptake of 
regenerative agriculture is seen as a 
choice that farmers get to make rather 
than something someone has told 
them to do. This is part of the reason 
why the movement has been popular 
– it is driven by fellow farmers, rather 
than industry or government. 
It's no longer telling people what to do. It's 
empowering them to make decisions 
powerfully for themselves and, making 
choices that suit their own unique context. 
And it makes teaching a real challenge, but also 
a real joy. Because there's no one that's the 
same. - Farm Advisor 2 
For those in teaching and advisory 
roles, providing conditions for 
farmers to reclaim agency is 
important, and part of the enjoyment 
that stems from that line of work.  
What our core business is, is training farmers 
to think for themselves. So, it's training them 
in their ability to think critically, to build their 
observations so that they don't kind of get led 
down another path. - Farm Advisor 3  
Again, creating conditions for 
farmers to be agents and educated 
decision-makers is seen to be a big 
part of Farm Advisor 3’s role.  
So regenerative, if I can use that phrase, for me 
it's putting farming back in the hands of 
farmers. It's getting away from the prescription. 
- Farmer 12 
This quote, expanded from its 
previous reference in section 4.2.2 
reinforces the importance of 
reclaiming agency through flexible 
practices for Farmer 12. 
 
Because of this flexibility in practice, farmers feel as though they are collectively taking 
back and reclaiming agency about how they farm. This is a sentiment that aligns with the 
shifting of power dynamics that comes with the regenerative mindset. Farmers are 
unsettling the socio-political agricultural networks of power. But critically, the 
participants in Table 5.3 above all frame this reclaiming of power and agency in a 
113 
collective language. It is the collaboration between farmers that is essential to 
empowerment.  
 
 Diversity in practice leading to diversity in people  
The flexibility of regenerative practices and the appeal of the curiosity, creativeness and 
independence that occurs through the learning process means that the regenerative 
movement is attractive to a wide range of people. The movement (and the mindset that 
is woven into it) aims to provide spaces that are approachable, free of judgement and 
accessible. The flexibility of practices contributes to creating such inclusive spaces as 
there is no starting line for farmers to reach, and no certification standards to fulfil. This 
is crucial as the care networks become accessible to a wide range of people. For example, 
Table 5.4 shows examples where participants have linked the inclusive nature of the 
movement directly to dimensions of flexibility, diversity, and engagement.  
Table 5.4 Examples of inclusivity of regenerative spaces 
Quote Explanation 
I think there is just so many different 
doors for people into regen-type 
thinking, ecological mindset or whatever 
you want, and it meets people where they 
are. And if we actually manage to 
maintain this kind of inclusive, not just 
mental culture and you know, the power 
of possibility and stuff, it's fun and kind of 
reclaiming that sense of stewardship and 
all these different things, that's going to be 
huge.  - Community Group Rep 
The movement here is expressed as 
inclusive and therefore more inviting for 
newcomers. This is referred to in the 
context of empowerment and 
independence that emerges from such a 
process of being able to feel invited to 
participate in spaces of hope and change. 
With regenerative there's no barrier to 
entry, there's no definition. Just get 
started. Do something and is that making 
a difference? And then just continue to 
make a difference.  - Farm Advisor 4 
Not having to meet certain criteria to 
‘begin’ means that farmers face less 
immediate challenges to trying something 
different in their management. The focus 
here is instead framed on improvement 
which emphasises the role of the 
regenerative mindset in defining progress 
across the journey.  
And it's that sort of allowing of the 
different viewpoints that excites me. It's 
Farm Advisor 2 discusses the importance 
of having a diversity of opinions in the 
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that coalescence of knowledge rather 
than the, righteous 'my way or the 
highway', and leaving preceding 
generations feeling guilty for wanting to 
apply new things. You just create the 
space for everyone to contribute. That's 
what [community group] is based on. 
Right from the start, I wanted it to be a 
platform where everything was valid. And 
when you can do that in a family of 
farmers with multiple generations, you get 
the best of all the experience plus all the 
new innovation and that's wonderful  
- Farm Advisor 2 
community group but also the importance 
of being able to engage with those 
opinions with genuine interest and 
understanding. Creating an inclusive 
space for communication of ideas from a 
wide range of people is seen as vital to the 
health and innovation of the movement.   
…the regenerative [approach], which just 
opens things up so that it doesn't become 
something that stops you from taking 
action, which is what's happening in the 
conventional right now.    
- Farm Advisor 3 
 
The flexible approach that is taken 
through regenerative farming is seen to 
give farmers options and tools to be able 
to try new things to ‘take action’. It implies 
that anyone can take action if motivated. 
Flexibility and non-prescription is 
perceived as an enabler for change rather 
than a disabler.  
 
The inclusive nature of the movement is very important for its development. It does not 
demand that farmers meet certain criteria by a certain time. The regenerative movement 
instead developed a ‘mental culture’ that is about ‘taking action’ and ‘making a 
difference’. But every farmer is acknowledged to be on their own journey which will 
occur at their own pace.  
The flexibility and diversity in practice thus creates a space where failure is only a 
different sign of progress. This broad approach imbues the sentiments of ‘being 
regenerative’ into the movement. The learning process, the approach to wellbeing, the 
sense of purpose and so on, becomes an attractive and inviting space for farmers to join. 
As such, the intersection of relationships and decision-making with physical practices 
acts to stimulate diversity in the kind of people that regenerative farming attracts. While 
some may join with environmental motives, others may join for economic or social 
benefits. Some may join for individual gain; others may join to be able to contribute to 
large societal issues. But as previously discussed, the nature of mindsets and decision-
making and the order in which they change are highly intertwined and irregular, rather 
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than linear. Thus, regardless of the motive that people originally have for undertaking a 
regenerative journey, taking those first steps provides an opportunity for them to enter a 
space where they may begin to engage with the more-than-human world in a different 
way. 
It is within this context that we see the importance of flexibility and inclusivity in 
attracting and creating diversity in regenerative actors. Engagement with the more-than-
human in a relational worldview is not limited to a particular group of people but is 
instead accessible to any who are open-minded. This diversity creates benefits for the 
movement as it allows a variety of experiences and backgrounds to be brought to the 
table. For example, Table 5.5 explores different ways that participants have articulated 
the diversity of their regenerative community and the positive sentiments expressed 
towards the inclusion of such difference. 
Table 5.5 Diversity of people involved in regenerative spaces 
Quote Explanations 
It's definitely not just all the lefty Greenie farmers just 
picking up a new name for doing something different. 
It's actually managed to capture a whole. There's 
definitely all those people in there too. But there's also, 
I've got some people who were the most ardent property 
rights... what would you classify them as? Yeah. Well, 
there's very much, like very obvious right-wing values, 
and some very obvious left-wing values. And then 
heaps of people that just don't give a shit either the way. 
And it's awesome. - Community Group Rep 
Political diversity in the 
group is expressed here.  
We talk about diversity, and I'm not meaning on [an 
ethnic basis], I'm not talking about racism here. I'm 
talking about viewpoints and experience and bringing 
all that together. And so as long as we can all agree that 
neither of us have the right way, we all might have 
things that that can contribute to a better way. Then the 
opportunity is huge.  - Farm Advisor 2 
Diversity in experiences and 
opinions is seen to have a big 
contribution to regenerative 
groups. 
Regenerative agriculture is relying on having a lot of 
diversity. So, you have pretty much all the niches being 
filled. So that means we are doing stuff really 
collaboratively with bringing in loads of different types 
of expertise, fields of expertise, and that comes at a huge 
transactional cost.   - Researcher 4 
Diversity in technical 
expertise is important for the 
regenerative movement. But 
Researcher 4 does note how 
collaboration is not always 
without commitment.  
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Interestingly, from Table 5.4 and 5.5 above, this discussion of diversity and inclusion 
tended to be described more directly by farm advisors, researchers and the Community 
Group Rep – those regenerative actors who are in positions that connect them strongly to 
others in the regenerative community though a formal role. Many of these participants 
have part- or full-time employment in these social spaces and as such, that may provide 
more opportunity for them to reflect on the broader dynamics of movement though the 
interactions and relationships they form as part of their role. This of course may be the 
perception that these regenerative actors have, and from this research, there is no 
definitive way to confirm this diversity. But it is possible that because of these positions 
in social networks, these actors have wider interaction with people in the movement and 
therefore, notice these trends of diversity more than farmers.  
However, farmers did tend to reflect on these same concepts of inclusivity and diversity 
but in a different way. Farmer participants said they knew of other farmers for whom 
engaging in regenerative agriculture was ‘unexpected’. These were generally farmers 
who were considered to be strongly conventional or those unwilling to change. Farmer 
participants recounted their experiences of attending events and meeting these 
unexpected attendees or hearing of neighbouring farms beginning to engage in 
regenerative spaces: 
But there was more people because I was quite surprised. You know, we went 
to regen grouping thing the other day and I found out one of my old 
neighbours started into it, which I don't think he would have. - Farmer 1 
I've heard a conventional farmer say that he's grown a paddock of mixed or 
sunflower seeds and stuff. And it was kind of surprised that he... he wasn’t 
really the sort of farmer I would have perhaps expected. - Farmer 11 
I've already got another guy who I'm going to see tomorrow, on Wednesday, 
who's like, 'I want to talk to you about Regen'. And this is a guy that is like 
[unexpected]...far out, really? But it's wicked, changes like that. - Farmer 4 
…some of these people that I have seen at these regen seminars are different 
scientists, different people, people you'd never think would be there. So, it's 
good. – Farmer 10 
These experiences of ‘unexpected’ farmers getting involved in the movement reinforces 
the level of diversity that is described by the community actors. But it also reinforces the 
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inclusivity that the movement exhibits. Without it, people from different backgrounds 
are less likely seek engagement and participation, particularly given the challenges that 
come with stepping into a network of people who are thinking and doing agriculture 
differently. This diversity is beneficial to the innovation of the movement, but it also 
reinforces the argument that regenerative agriculture is creating spaces of conversation, 
creativity and acceptance of doing or being different. This it critical because it creates a 
diversity of entry points to regenerative agriculture and therefore, a diversity of entry 
points into care networks that exist in these spaces. This in turn attracts more people, and 
the critical mass of the movement begins to develop these regenerative groups into 
change-making spaces that pull people from a variety of farming communities (even 
those mainstream). 
In some cases, this flexibility was also found to be interwoven with constructs of identity. 
Participants often referred to the flexibility of regenerative agriculture as pathway to 
being the kind of farmer they wanted to be. Being able to make their own decisions brings 
back agency to define what kind of farmers regenerative actors desire to become, and 
regenerative agriculture provides a pathway to do this. However, while some farmers 
identified with the term ‘regenerative’, many others did not. For example: 
I don't actually like it being called regenerative farming because there's all 
these people that are anti it. Whereas, I say well I’m just farming but I'm 
picking out the things that I want to do. - Farmer 5 
To me, it's just farming. And what it looks like is different for everyone and 
it depends on their context and their perspective and logistical factors.  
– Farm Advisor 2 
I don’t know if I we would call ourselves regen ag here, but we're using a lot 
of principles. So, we use a conventional, regen, organic, we are sort of a 
mixing them into a big pot. And we're taking out what works for the system 
here and works for our land, and our farm, and our family. – Farmer 10 
This displays an interesting tension between those who seek to identify with the label and 
those who do not. It may be that farmers are comfortable making changes in their 
practices, and undertaking a regenerative journey, yet being associated with a term that 
still remains politically charged is not in their interest. Potentially, some farmers in 
regenerative spaces are wanting to engage with doing agriculture differently, and perhaps 
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are in fact ‘being’ and ‘thinking’ differently already, but this transformation is out pacing 
any identity transformation that arises alongside this journey. What it does indicate 
strongly is that change is happening beyond the label of regenerative. It is the underlying 
mindset that actors in these spaces are using to make their decisions that ties regenerative 
actors together, regardless of the degree to which they identify with the term. It is these 
ties that also feed into a collective identity for those participating in these spaces. In 
particular, a collective sense of responsibility to correct social and environmental 
injustices in the agri-food system. 
 
5.3 Collective responsibility  
A key part of the regenerative movement is that responsibility, as described previously 
in section 4.3.4, is able to be integrated more thoroughly into the way that regenerative 
farmers conduct decision-making. However, this responsibility is also strongly extended 
beyond the individual. Developing relationships and decision-making in partnership with 
the more-than-human environment means that collective responsibility advances across 
these networks. This resonates with how Popke (2006) describes the political potential 
of care to “reinscribe the social as a site of ethics and responsibility” (p. 510). For 
regenerative actors, more-than-human networks in agri-food systems are embedded with 
a collective responsibility. This is a responsibility for maintaining and attending to, with 
care, the relationships which create those networks.  
Young’s (2006) conceptualisation of shared responsibility for structural injustice is 
reflected in the collective responsibility seen within the care networks of the regenerative 
movement. As members of a system that produces environmental and social injustice, 
farmers are recognising that they hold shared responsibility for the harm that occurs as a 
result. But as a shared responsibility, it is conceptualised as being able to be discharged 
collectively. This collective approach reduces the likelihood for the sometimes-
overwhelming nature of structurally embedded injustices to become immobilising for 
individual action (Young, 2006). Rather than focusing on past mistakes and harm, such 
relational responsibility instead proactively highlights what positive change can be 
achieved through present and future commitments (Moriggi et al., 2020a).  
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This research found that the care networks of the regenerative movement become a 
pathway for relational forms of responsibility to be acted upon. Collaboration is strongly 
woven into this framing of responsibility, for example in the way that Researcher 3 notes 
it is essential to a care framework: 
To think of sustainability and care... in the end, it's a group social contract, 
it's a social contract. What we're inviting people to do is not do anything for 
self interest in the short term that in any way denigrates or reduces the choices 
and equity of future generations to live in a place and find themselves in those 
places.  - Researcher 3 
Care and responsibility are inherently social practices and in this case they are able to 
transcend human boundaries because the care networks of the regenerative movement 
are based on recognised more-than-human relationships. The ‘group social contract’ 
Researcher 3 refers to is a human-based contract, but it commits those who take part to 
honour their connection and therefore responsibility with the more-than-human. In the 
case of Farm Advisor 2, we see these lessons of care and collaboration and what it means 
to be part of a community being learned from observing the interactions between such 
more-than-human entities:  
It all comes back to integrity and authenticity and intention. You can see that 
people are trying to jump on this term for, you know, reasons to benefit 
themselves and with regenerative agriculture although there’s things you 
have to be responsible for, yourself and your life and your enterprise, it's less 
about the self and more about being part of something and contributing. 
The microbes don't operate like it's all about me. They don't want, they 
don't take, take, take.  – Farm Advisor 2 
Interestingly, the types of structural injustice that collective responsibility is directed 
towards by participants varies greatly. There is a large focus on human heath, but there 
is also emphasis on intergenerational stewardship. However, even concepts such as 
labour and migrant abuses, and social justice emerged. This is a strong indication that the 
vision that farmers have for the future is not bounded by the construct of their own farm 
business or land, but instead extends to whole systems and their role within them. For 
example, Table 6.6 shows the different types of structural injustices that farmers 
identified and saw themselves as having a role in fixing.  
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Table 5.6 Examples of structural injustices for which participants recognise and see responsibility 
Quote Explanation 
If we are standardizing a form of 
agriculture that is robbing from our future 
generations then we desperately need to 
not standardize that. We need to free it up 
and let 1000 flowers bloom of farmers doing 
quite different sorts of experiments and 
putting the knowledge together in very 
different ways. 
 - Researcher 3 
This response to how the agri-food 
system needs to change is embedded 
in a collective response to take 
responsibility for the future direction 
of agriculture. Farmers as a group can 
change the status quo and challenge 
the mainstream forms of knowledge 
production for the benefit of future 
generations.  
Respect for both myself, the environment, 
and the community around me and people 
consuming my food. - Farmer 12 
Holistic and systems framing is used to 
blend care and responsibility across 
the personal and wider framings of 
community which can include 
consumers that may be never met in 
person.  
It's our duty to reduce the hospital waiting list. 
That's, that's how I take my job.  - Farmer 13 
Farmer 13 shows that they see their 
role in providing health to consumers 
and the implications that can have on 
wider health systems.  
Another trait of regenerative agriculture is 
coming out of victim mode. We're no longer 
a victim. We're responsible and we are 
doing things, and we are owning to 
mistakes, we are taking responsibility for 
our actions. And the rest of most of the 
society is... most of the time in victim mode, 
'we can't change things'… and I think the 
regenerative community is just pushing 
against that…. 
…regenerative communities [are] most of the 
time naming the issues and setting the bar 
much higher to what they think is acceptable 
in terms of say environmental damage or even 
economic damage to the farming 
community… they are rebelling, against [the 
status quo] ... there's an element of rebellion 
and there's also an element of actually 
bringing the awareness in the open instead of 
being hush hush. Saying very clearly, it is 
unacceptable for dairy and winter cropping to 
export all these soils into our waterways, there 
is a different way of doing it. Rather than it's 
Researcher 4 frames how farmers are 
taking back their agency to be 
solutions and change makers. In doing 
so, they are challenging the status quo 
of the industry by setting high 
standards for themselves that they 
currently see industry to be refusing to 
meet.  
In this way, responsibility is framed as 
political, as taking this responsibility is 





okay to do it, let's just catch the sediments.   
- Researcher 4 
Well, that's a big problem in current industrial 
New Zealand dairy, like who wants to do that 
job? So we find, I guess people with more 
need from developing poorer nations, 
everyone knows this. And there's a lot of 
cases of staff neglect and farmers knowing 
that they don't know their rights. So 
underpaying them, overworking them. 
And that is just a symptom of industrial 
agriculture. We will come in as kind of white 
owners, the wealthy landowners and you do 
this horrible conversion sit on all of these 
assets and then you yourself may not want to 
do that work, and so you need lower income 
people to come in and do that work. And that 
would never happen in a regenerative 
system - Farmer 15 
Farmer 15 reflects here on the 
structural injustices that exist in labour 
practices in agriculture and the 
responsibility that they as farmers have 
to change the system to change these 
workforce practices.  
 
Because these farmers are embedding responsibility into the way they think about topics 
such as health, future generations, and even the responsibility to act, these farmers are 
extending their care networks across distance. This counters how distance has 
traditionally been seen as a barrier to care (as discussed in Chapter 2). Taking Massey’s 
(2004) conceptualisation of space as a continually evolving arena of practiced social 
relations, we can think of ‘being regenerative’ as representative of such a relational 
network. For example, the learning process is seen as continuous and evolving; the 
holistic view involves understanding the world as fluid and dynamic and interconnected. 
The reconfigurations of space that Massey (2004) discusses, reflects the way in which 
the identity of farmers and their constructed sense of purpose through regenerative 
agriculture links into the politics of responsibility. Farmers are creating an identity that 
is embedded in an evolving social arena of relations and therefore they see themselves as 
inherently connected to structural injustices. As such, they are planting themselves into 
this network to have a positionality that frames their decision making though a caring 
and worldly lens. Regenerative communities become a space where collective 
responsibility for structural injustice can be discharged too, and the support systems 
provided through the collaborative mentality of being regenerative provide a mobilising 
rather than immobilising sense of agency to contribute towards structural change.  
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In theory, a collective conceptualisation of responsibility allows both care and 
responsibility to transcend social and geographical scales (Massey, 2004; Young, 2006; 
Moriggi et al., 2020a). This is because the injustices it acts to correct are revealed to 
weave across social networks that blend these scales. In some cases, we can see this 
occurring where webs of connection move beyond the act of farming. For example, those 
who highlight a sense of responsibility for people and beings that they will likely never 
meet, such as consumers who are in far off places, or for migrant labourers. However, 
while many people are taking responsibility for a wide range of injustices, there is limited 
mention of colonial injustices. Farmer 15 was the only farmer to hint to the structural 
injustices that persist from colonisation around land ownership by noting that farmers 
tend to be ‘white’, ‘wealthy’ landowners (as seen in Table 5.6). This is reference to the 
purchase (and/or confiscation) of land from Māori by European settlers and the New 
Zealand Government, particularly after the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840 
(Campbell, 2020). The subsequent wealth accumulated through a perpetuated system of 
Pākehā privilege means that the majority of landowners are ‘white’ and comparatively 
‘wealthy’.  
Farmer 15 framed a regenerative system as a pathway to take responsibility for these 
injustices and to work towards correcting them. But these ideas did not emerge 
frequently, indicating that there were limits to the degree to which engrained power 
dynamics of land ownership were unsettled. This raises questions about the degree to 
which a regenerative system (or at least the current regenerative structure) contributes to 
creating post-colonial environments. This aligns with the results and discussion covered 
in Chapter 4 (section 4.2.2) about farmer reactions to an interview question on te ao 
Māori. While there is collective responsibility being assigned across social and 
geographical scales, this is not universal and does not extend as readily through historical 
temporal scales. In this case, colonial histories are not rendered visible with the 
evolutionary and reconciliation-based perspective expected by Soloviev and Landua 
(2016) in their level 4 framing of regenerative agriculture (see Chapter 2, section 2.5.2). 
Though it may be in the future, regenerative agriculture in New Zealand is not yet at this 
stage of transformation.   
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5.4 Community networks  
A key feature of an ethic of care is that care is based on a collaborative rather than 
individual form of interrelation. We have seen this in how regenerative relationships are 
built on mutual trust, reciprocity, cooperation with others in the environment, but also in 
the conceptualisation of collective and shared responsibility. Two aspects of the 
regenerative movement align strongly within this collaborative mentality in particular – 
the first is the support systems that occur between farmers in the movement, and the 
second is the knowledge sharing that is channelled through these connections. It is 
acknowledged that both the support systems and knowledge systems that regenerative 
farmers interact with extend well beyond those that are based on farmer-farmer 
connections. For example, support organisations or institutions play a key role in 
channelling knowledge and support through these spaces. However, due to space 
constraints, farmer-led and mostly informal networks are focused on in this section as 
farmers identified them as being critical for their regenerative journeys.  
 Support systems through farmer-farmer connections 
The first example of a community network is the support systems that farmers have set 
up. Farmers were found to strongly rely on their networks with other regenerative farmers 
for learning, inspiration and a strong sense of community. Many farmers enjoyed being 
able to collectively identify, not necessarily with the term ‘regenerative agriculture’, but 
with a group of farmers taking on board similar experiences and challenges. In particular, 
it was important to farmers that this group had been built from grassroots connections. 
One participant explains this farmer-farmer connection and the sense of agency that 
arises from it: 
But... I just love it. It's so many... every farmer has a very different driver for 
why they're, for what pulled them in and what's interesting and that kind of 
stuff. I think that universally they love, like universally the farmers love that 
it's farmer to farmer. It's kind of trying to bring back some independence 
too... and to self-determine, or collectively determined as a community where 
they are going. Rather than being sold fear by input companies and then being 
sort of domineered by government and getting caught in the middle of the 
two and having to pay for it. - Community Group Rep 
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As farmers connected with regenerative spaces, social networks were a pathway for 
seeking out like-minded people. Surrounding themselves with like-minded people was 
considered essential for support. Because farmers are undertaking regenerative journeys 
that often result in changing not only their physical practices but also their thinking, 
farmers are essentially changing paradigms and worldviews. Thus, finding these support 
systems aids what can be a challenging period for many people as they begin to ‘unlearn’ 
much of what guides their existing worldview. Table 5.7 shows some of these farmer’s 
experiences of seeking support. 
Table 5.7 Examples of support sought through regenerative networks 
Quote Explanation 
 [Regarding experiences of negative 
interaction] with other farmers, does that 
put quite a lot of stress on you?  
No, I don't care. No, it actually reverses 
round because you do find you end up 
with a whole different group of culture 
and friends. I went through school with 
[farmer name]. I would hardly ever see 
him. But now through, you communicate, 
well, not all the time, but it is easy to 
communicate because we have got 
something in common. - Farmer 9 
In this case, a newfound sense of 
commonality revived an old relationship. 
Previous relations are sometime set aside 
in favour of new ones with like-minded 
people.  
To let go of the familiarity of the way 
I've done things for 30 years and 
finding support to do that… getting in 
contact with like-minded people to give 
me the support to get through it. Because 
there's a million questions. Lots and lots of 
questions of am I doing right?  - Farmer 11 
Letting go of familiarity in farming 
requires courage. Having support systems 
aids this transition of vulnerability and 
uncertainty.  
I think with having the [community 
group], it’s actually got me out of... got 
people out of their shells. It's actually 
made people think that 'I'm not that 
alone'. I can actually talk about what I'm 
doing. So, I think I definitely think I’m not 
so...my cards aren't quite so close to my 
chest now. Like I always enjoyed 
sharing what I was doing, but no one 
used to listen. - Farmer 12 
Being a part of regenerative community 
groups means that farmers are able to feel 
a sense of unity in the struggles and 
challenges of their journey. In some cases, 
such as this, it has implications for feeling 
heard and being more confident about 




As Farmer 12 notes, being a part of support networks became critical to help counter the 
impacts of criticism or isolation that stems from farming differently. Communication is 
highlighted by Farmer 12 as a key part of this support. Having a voice, being heard, and 
sharing experiences cultivates trust and respect in these relationships. Caring practices 
evolving as sites of empowerment is a key feature that enables learning experiences to 
be transformative (Moriggi et al., 2020a). Farmers lean on the support from like-minded 
people to help direct them in their regenerative journey and this has major implications 
for wellbeing and validation through the sometimes difficult and uncertain transition 
process. The benefits of creating caring relationships for farmers’ wellbeing becomes 
apparent in Table 5.8.  
Table 5.8 Examples of support systems promoting wellbeing 
Quote Explanation 
You know, it was pretty hard for people to 
shift because of that lack of community 
support or ostracization. And then what 
happens with time is, I'd notice how 
people really shift in their dynamics 
with the neighbours or in their 
dynamics with the community. Like 
being part of that [community group], 
there's a very strong sense of there's not 
wrong and right. You don't get to judge 
your neighbours because they're doing 
something. You just do the best that you 
can do and communicate about it.   
 - Farm Advisor 3  
Farm Advisor 3 notes how they see 
farmers shift their relationships with 
people. They are said to favour those in the 
regenerative community who will be less 
likely to judge and instead support the 
sharing of experiences. 
For the people practicing regen, Yes. I 
know there's people in the [community 
group] that could possibly have been in 
their grave by now, by their own means 
if they didn't have that support. I think 
there's a lot of people that were sick of 
being, you know, chastised I suppose for 
doing something different and if it wasn't 
for the group being the group and making 
it okay to talk about it, I think they would 
have been people... Yeah. I think it's had a 
more profound effect on people's mental 
wellbeing than anyone's actually realised. 
- Farmer 12 
Mental wellbeing in rural communities 
has often had poor statistics and Farmer 12 
notes that the support found through the 
regen community group has meant that 
many farmers they know have felt more 
validated, at ease and in a space that 
encouraged discussion. This is described 
as a major intervention for some who were 
previously suicidal. 
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Well, it's brought the whole together. Like 
we were struggling like hell, health wise, 
stress wise, everywhere. But I'm not sure 
whether it's regen ag that did it, or the 
talking [with regen farmers, advisors etc] 
that did it.  - Farmer 9 
Farmer 9 notes how their transition to 
regenerative agriculture over the years has 
been complimented by major 
improvements in personal health and 
wellbeing. Interestingly, they cannot 
separate regenerative agriculture or the 
communication that it brought with other 
like-minded people as the cause for this 
improvement. This indicates how closely 
intwined the practices and social support 
systems are. 
I haven't found [the stigma of regen] an 
issue particularly. Partly because I’ve 
found significant support on the RMPP 
group. And that has been my kind of go-to 
support network. - Farmer 11 
Farmer 11 similarly notes that the support 
of their local Red Meat Profit Partnership 
(a Beef+Lamb, Ministry for Primary 
Industries programme) has meant that 
they have not had as many issues with 
stigmatisation while transitioning to 
regenerative agriculture. 
 
Table 5.8 shows that social connection is a key method for farmers to combat the isolation 
that can exist from doing something differently in agriculture. Hence, collaboration is so 
vital in the social spaces that construct care networks (Popke, 2006; Krzywoszynska, 
2019). The negative impacts on wellbeing that could be created by social and political 
resistance are countered through these farmer-farmer support networks. Farmers 
connecting with other regenerative farmers have created a space that is accepting of 
difference and the diversity discussed in the previous sections.    
However, not all farmers necessarily have equal access to some of these support systems. 
One example of this unequal access was seen though farmers different experiences with 
the Red Meat Profit Partnership (RMPP) groups. While the RMPP groups are not 
specifically regenerative agriculture groups, farmers are provided funding to use for 
education as they see fit. Therefore, in some cases, these groups have actively sought 
regenerative speakers and educators. For many farmers these groups have been a key part 
of their regenerative journey. For example, Farmer 5 notes the independence that comes 
from the RMPP groups being farmer-driven and how that is highly beneficial for farmer 
uptake of regenerative practices and mindset: 
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You wouldn't want a compulsory thing that 'Hey, you guys need to go and do 
this course to be ticked off to be a farmer'. I've seen that with the chemical 
handling course and it's just a bloody joke. It needs to be done.... how they 
are running these Red Meat Profit Partnership groups, they are on the right 
track. They're getting small groups of farmers together, giving them a pool 
of money so that they can go and get people that are interested in hearing 
from, and then you've got a group of 8 people that are challenging themselves 
on how they're doing things. And that to me is... how to make change on the 
ground is from farmers talking to each other.  - Farmer 5 
Avoiding compliance-based pathways for farmers to take up regenerative agriculture 
promotes a level of agency that add to the benefits gained from these support structures. 
This is logical given the sentiments that farmers have shown for independence through 
regenerative practices. However, Farmer 15 expressed how they felt far less supported in 
their regenerative journey because as a dairy farmer, they did not have access to the kind 
of funding that went into making the RMPP groups available for sheep and beef farmers. 
Farmer 15 speaks to how funding for innovation such as this seems to be more advanced 
for the red meat industries than in the dairy industry in New Zealand: 
So, sheep and beef farmers and deer, they were so much luckier than us 
because they had that funding and they had people come in and talk to their 
communities about alternatives and regen, and holistic, and everything that 
dairy we don't have because it is so focused on the norm, the conventional 
system. - Farmer 15 
This reinforces that support networks are not only wanted, but critical for farmers in these 
spaces. But it is also a reminder that these networks are still imbued with power. Political 
support is essential to formalised networks as the government funding used for the RMPP 
groups is seen to make a significant difference in how farmers access regenerative 
networks. There is not a single regenerative network, but it is heterogenous and clustered 
around different farming types, as well as other dimensions of community. Thus, while 
this section is not going to expand on the dynamics of organisational support structures, 
their necessity becomes clearer. Support groups expand opportunities for farmers to 
develop their regenerative journeys. As such, collaboration is reinforced as a central 
dimension of regenerative agriculture and the ability to be regenerative. As regenerative 
farmers create cracks in the status quo, support groups promote collaboration though 
processes of constructive conversation (in all of its diversity) and wellbeing support. This 
promotes further widening of these cracks into larger spaces of transformation. 
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In addition to more formalised support networks such as the RMPP groups, many of the 
informal systems of support across grassroots networks take place on social media. As 
the regenerative farming movement has grown, social media has become a platform for 
communication, organisation, and knowledge sharing. Thus, the regenerative movement 
has strong digital links which enables physical distance in these support networks. 
Reliance on digital networking is logical given that rural communities can often been 
spread across greater distances than urban communities for example. However, 
regenerative communities, as with many online communities span entire regions, 
countries and are even branching out internationally (see Table 5.9). 
Table 5.9 Physically distanced communities of regenerative agriculture 
Quote Explanation 
It's interesting, lots of the innovation and various 
biological, ecological farming paradigms around the 
world was not necessarily by physically clustered 
communities but by communities of practice that 
will identify in doing the same thing. And 
sometimes they were also geographically located 
because they all move to certain places to be together 
kind of thing. But oftentimes, and [community 
group] is a good example of this, you're scattered. 
And it's actually easier to be vulnerable with 
someone who lives two hours away than it is with 
your neighbour. Right? And that's quite powerful 
for those people that are on the real leading edge, 
really throwing the boat out.  
- Community Group Rep 
Having spatially distanced 
communities is seen here to be 
beneficial for communication 
and those farmers who are 
putting their reputations on the 
line by leading innovation. 
With the Facebook site…, I made friends all 
around the world, communicated with, you know, 
people are so giving all the time. It's astonishing. 
And, you know, the generosity, which brings us back 
to the volunteerial capitalism of old, when everybody 
gave a little bit. You know, not this crony capitalism 
that's going to the other extreme at the moment.  
- Farmer 13 
As regenerative agriculture 
grows in popularity globally, 
communities are connecting 
internationally. Farmer 13 links 
this to how these communities 
are giving and supportive of 
each other. 
 
Farmers feeling more connected as a result of their engagement with social media is 
important. But particularly, what the Community Group Rep highlights in Table 5.9 is 
how the physical distance creates an opportunity for people to be more vulnerable and to 
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engage in these spaces. This is because they are less intimidating than proximate, in-
person expressions of vulnerability. While care is usually considered to be hindered by 
distance (as discussed in Chapter 2), social media and the support networks created by 
regenerative farmers counter this trend. Digital media aids the community to transcend 
the barriers that distance usually creates. Furthermore, some farmers see the distance as 
an enabler of connection as they feel more comfortable to express their emotions and to 
be vulnerable in a space that is digital and therefore partially removed from their physical, 
personal spheres. Interestingly, this perhaps counters typical support systems through 
local pubs, community centres and so on, in rural communities. Digital media enables 
support to be delocalised, a particularly appealing feature when a few farmers have noted 
that those spaces of local pubs can in some cases become spaces that induce unease due 
to criticism of farming differently. While this is not always the case, it does suggest that 
digital connections may be far more heterogenous than those made in local pubs. Social 
media increases accessibility to people from different farming types, backgrounds, 
climatic conditions, but also ethnicity, race, genders and so on. If further research was 
done to analyse the diversity of the global regenerative movement, it may be likely that 
the use of social media as a platform for support and connection plays a key role in any 
diversity and inclusivity of the movement. There could also be links between digital 
diversity and the high level of innovation that seems to stem from regenerative spaces.  
 Knowledge sharing 
Social media not only provides social support, but also is used to channel information 
around regenerative spaces. Many of the regenerative community groups (online or 
otherwise) were spoken about by regenerative actors as spaces of learning, listening, and 
encouragement. The openness of the regenerative mindset leads towards a tendency for 
farmers to be open to sharing innovation, techniques, asking questions of each other, and 
collaborating to reach outcomes on their farms. Many regenerative farmers talked about 
this openness to learn. For example, Farmer 6 noting that they have “always been quite 
interested to hear how other people do things. And slow to judge. Just because someone 
does it differently, doesn't mean it's wrong.” This kind of approach to these groups and 
learning spaces mean they are spaces that stimulate innovation and creativity, but also 
confidence and communication: 
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So, I think it's spreading very rapidly from farmer to farmer now and that's 
really where the success is going to come from because it is a ground up, 
groundswell movement. And these farmers have become less shy about 
sharing experience. They'll go down to the pub, they're on social media. 
They're proud of what they're doing. And you know that, that being 
encouraging to others. So, I think the change is going to come really fast.  
– Farm Advisor 3 
[the community group] isn't designed to tell anyone what to do, or how to do 
anything. It's designed to facilitate more peer-to-peer connection and that's 
the rock-solid foundations of it. So it's just about organising, it's really about 
organising and connecting and networking and also having some kind of 
centralized capacity to communicate in really accessible ways.  
- Community Group Rep 
An outcome of this kind of culture of knowledge sharing is that it shows a trend of 
knowledge being democratised in these spaces. Knowledge is openly and collectively 
created and shared. This contrasts to the way knowledge is often viewed in scientific 
spaces where it can be copyrighted, embargoed, or require payment to access. Knowledge 
sharing platforms, particularly those through social media, are instead educational spaces 
that are accessible and encourage involvement and contribution. Because scientific data 
has not been significantly produced yet to support the claims of regenerative farmers, 
these farmers are building knowledge themselves. They are reclaiming spaces of 
knowledge creation by pioneering forward to construct their own pools of knowledge:  
Everyone that's in [the social media group] is not worried about sharing, you 
know, there's no IP, there's no IP protection. It's for the greater good. And 
that's the beauty of it. And that's, I think that's why industry is actually so 
worried about it. ...it is a cool network. So, it's basically trying to get what, 
the 120, 120 people in the closed [social media] group, it’s trying to extract 
their knowledge and put it into a form where anyone can access it. 
 - Farmer 12 
These farmers are clearly open to discussing their successes and failures and what they 
have learned. Passing on knowledge is viewed as an additional method of providing 
support to other farmers. For example, Table 5.10 shows the willingness of participants 
to be involved in these networks for knowledge sharing and the mutual benefit it creates.  
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Table 5.10 Examples of participants being open to sharing knowledge 
Quote Explanation  
I'm here to support everyone. That's 
why we put our information out there 
for everyone to access because it's not 
just the farmers that are going to benefit as 
well. And, you know, there's a willingness 
that comes from these farmers changing 
their ways, and that needs to be applied 
to business as well. – Farm Advisor 2 
Farm Advisor 2 speaks to how they are 
open to supporting others and that they are 
taking inspiration from the openness of 
regenerative spaces to apply to their own 
business model. 
So, in our regenerative farming circles, 
we like to help each other. And you've 
seen on the internet millions of videos of 
regenerative farmers showing how they 
do it, sharing, sharing, sharing.  
– Farm Advisor 1 
A collaborative mentality is expressed 
here regarding sharing knowledge, 
particularly through social media. 
So that's why we've tried to give people 
our support and knowledge. And they 
can take from that what [they want], we 
don't tell people what to do. - Farmer 10 
Farmers are happy to provide support, but 
not in a way that is pushy or demanding. 
If people are willing to listen and learn, 
I'm happy to share. And it probably does 
cost me. If I'm brutally honest, it probably 
cost me at least an hour day, if not a wee 
bit more. On the phone or with people 
stopping in to say gidday or people saying, 
yeah, can I come and interview? 
 - Farmer 12 
Farmer 12 notes that they are happy to 
share knowledge and support, but it does 
come at a transactional cost. Active 
participation in these circles can be 
draining and have significant time 
commitment (The potential costs of this 
commitment to leadership is discussed in 
section 6.3.1). 
 
Learning about and through care networks is considered to be as much of a collective 
process as it is an individual one (Krzywoszynska, 2019). The social nature of these 
regenerative spaces makes room for conversation about the regenerative mindset to 
develop. As Farmer 12 notes in Table 5.10, sharing knowledge often involves direct one-
on-one communication or meeting with others. Farmers described that some situations 
such as these contributed to sharing and developing the mindset of being regenerative in 
both themselves and others. This is similar to what was discussed in Chapter 4, Table 
4.2, where regenerative actors have real excitement and joy about interacting with non-
humans but also sharing those interactions with other humans. Where farmers are sharing 
knowledge, and questioning existing practices, they are helping to transmit this curiosity, 
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holistic thinking and questioning of the status quo. This in turn opens up and exposes 
others to a new way of thinking. Farmer 10 notes how they actively try to “plant a seed” 
for new thoughts or critical thinking: 
That’s what I sort of try and do sometimes to some of these farmers. Because 
I've got friends that are very conventional farmers and don't agree with what 
they're doing. They don't understand what I'm doing. But that doesn't stop me 
from, not trying to push them in a direction but just trying to plant a seed.  
– Farmer 10 
This active engagement with others has flow on effects and a case described by Farmer 
5 is a good example of such impact. In their interview, they discussed examples of how 
they both received and passed on the tendency to question the status quo through social 
interactions with other farmers. Farmer 5 was encouraged at the very beginning of their 
regenerative journey to question the status quo of fertiliser use by another regenerative 
farmer:   
One day [a regen farmer] messaged me, sort of out of the blue about his 
fertiliser use. I've never met him. I've talked him on the phone a couple of 
times over zoom. But he likes doing wee research experiments. And one of 
them recently was on fertiliser use. And he had written and worked out that 
we don't need to be applying any fertiliser. And he had about 10 years of 
paddocks, where he had applied no fertiliser, and he's taken herbage tests and 
there was no drop off in the nutrient levels. So that's sort of pipped of my 
interest because well, if we can get away without using fertiliser on our small 
farm, that’s probably 10 grand a year of what we're spending... We sort of 
went back to him, sort of questioning him on it and he sort of had an answer 
for everything and dropped some names of some scientists that are outside of 
the New Zealand soil science fraternity. - Farmer 5 
This other farmer pointed Farmer 5 in a regenerative direction by offering their own data 
from experiments on their farm, and options to look for science that is not produced by 
what Farmer 5 calls the “soil science fraternity” (this is referring to the political charged 
nature of science funded by fertiliser companies). This is an excellent example of direct 
knowledge sharing that encouraged Farmer 5 to challenge pre-existing assumptions 
about how to farm and the status quo of science production (elaborated on in Chapter 6). 
Several years into Farmer 5’s regenerative journey, they now use their developing 
regenerative mindset to gently challenge the management approach of their friend:  
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I remember asking my mate about it… [they] were using this spray and I said, 
what about the stuff in the soil? Is it gonna kill them? And he's like, what do 
you mean? There's like three, main things that they were trying to kill, and I 
said yeah, but what about the rest of the stuff that's there? [the stuff] that no 
one thinks about or is so small, bacteria or fungi, that [the spray] could be 
having an impact on? So yes, three years ago, I wouldn't have even thought 
about that stuff being alive. Whereas now I would. – Farmer 5 
Importantly, as Farmer 5 reflects on the experience with their friend, they are also 
reinforcing the development of their own mindset. Farmer 5 notices how their own 
consideration for other lifeforms has changed in over time. They are being reflexive about 
their progress though their regenerative journey. This shows that sharing knowledge and 
communication is an important part of the regenerative learning process, but also that the 
regenerative mindset is able to spread and be strengthened though these social networks. 
Thus, interaction, communication and collaboration are essential to the regenerative 
mindset and to the momentum of the movement itself.   
 
5.5 Completing care in current systems 
The examples of collaboration explored in this chapter demonstrate how the regenerative 
movement challenges the status quo by embedding care into the social fabric of the 
regenerative movement. Collaboration challenges the status quo because it tests the 
norms of competition that much of the industry is built on in a neoliberal economic 
system. Tronto (1995), notes how societies have interest in ‘completed’ care cycles that 
can stretch across communities, institutions and societies. As such, the mutualistic, 
reciprocal and collaborative nature of being regenerative reveals the large interest of 
regenerative actors to be a part of a completed care cycle. The social nature of the 
movement and its inclusivity, collective responsibility and support systems (emotional, 
knowledge-based or otherwise) illustrate how collaboration is integral to the 
development and success of the movement but also of agriculture more broadly.  
Favouring of collaboration over competition is a conscious part of the movement. Many 
participants noted how regenerative agriculture spaces feel far more collaborative than 
conventional spaces which are inherently competitive (see Table 5.11).  
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Table 5.11 Sentiments for collaboration rather than competition 
Quote Explanation 
We're not meant to work in competition 
with each other. But farming’s a really 
unique sector in that respect. It would be like 
having 1000 different car manufacturers who 
all make one model of car. That's no different 
to anyone else's and then they're all trying to 
sell them. What makes my product better from 
your product? Nothing.  – Farmer 16 
Farmer 16 discusses how in a country 
reliant upon agriculture, farmers are 
often producing very similar products 
and competing against each other in 
markets. They show negative 
sentiments towards this system.  
The countryside used to talk about 'we', and 
ever since they've been printing that money, 
it's become about 'me'. – Farmer 13 
Farmer 13 links the competitive 
nature of modern agriculture to 
capitalistic tendencies for 
individualised success. 
We joined the [local] group because I 
believed we could add some value to some 
of the other farmers that were in a group 
that are struggling at the moment. Some of 
them are coming from a very conventional 
system that are struggling. Some are 
struggling with the regen system. Some are in 
the middle of everything and they just can't 
quite get a grasp of what they're doing, and 
some others are doing very, very well. So, 
there's a whole gamut of everyone at the 
moment that's trying something, but I believe 
they're trying something because what they 
were doing wasn't working. - Farmer 10 
Farmer 10 notes how they joined a 
local community group because they 
wanted to be able to help other farmers 
that are in challenging times. While 
there is likely mutualistic benefit, the 
reason for join the group initially was 
more altruistic.  
In conventional agriculture, there's more of a 
competitive attitude. Like you just want to 
outcompete your neighbour and you really 
don't want to see them do better than you. 
Whereas with regenerative, we just want to... 
a rising tide lifts all boats. – Farm Advisor 1 
Farm Advisor 1 speaks of 
regenerative agriculture as a 
community that helps others rather 
than being competitive by nature. 
 
In Table 5.11, many informants are unsettling the assumption that agriculture must be a 
competitive system. The examples of the regenerative movement in this chapter and the 
nature of the regenerative mindset shows how regenerative actors place high value on 
being part of a completed care cycle where relationships are reciprocal, supportive, and 
interwoven with the more-than-human. However, despite many in the regenerative space 
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enjoying the support and collaboration that comes from the social networks, there are 
exceptions to this. One notable exception was described by Farmer 14: 
Ah, yeah, it is competitive. And there's a certain number of people within the 
regenerative farming game that are socialist, and they need to kick that. You 
know, there is... around the world more things have been destroyed by 
communism, dictatorship and socialism, than by... over the long term 
anyway, than by competitive capitalism – Farmer 14 
Farmer 14’s opinions are an interesting contrast to many of the concepts that are often 
valued in regenerative spaces (such as those discussed in this chapter). Farmer 14 is a 
strong advocate for competitive capitalism and conveys this in a way that could be 
interpreted as dismissive of the environmental and social cost of the current capitalist 
system. This is somewhat at odds with the collective responsibility that many 
regenerative farmers feel for systemic injustices that are strongly tied to capitalist, and 
particularly individualist, neoliberal mentalities for development and economics. While 
it is important to note that this opinion was an exception rather than a trend that was 
found in this research, it does reinforce the argument of there being large diversity in the 
movement. It also supports the previously discussed complexity of the relationship 
between identity and the label of regenerative agriculture.  
Regardless, there are sentiments of mutualism described by Researcher 2 that represent 
more of the collaborative approach that regenerative farmers generally showed. In 
particular, Researcher 2 again notes how many aspects of the regenerative mindset are 
similar to those in a Māori world view. Social relationships are viewed as investments 
for mutual support and long-term connections, as much as human-environment relations 
are: 
If I invest in you, and then you invest in me, it's the same, It's the same 
outcome, right? Like, it grows your mana, it grows my mana, it grows 
your mauri, it grows my mauri. It underpins social relationships, too. It's 
not just a human-environmental relationship, I would think. You know, you 
can think of all the ways that someone can invest in another person. It could 
be sharing skills, it could be, you know, whatever it might be, you know, all 
the ways in which you can support and help other people to be the best 
that they can be. If you had that in most types of relationships, and co-
investing in each other, then yeah, you just keep raising each other's... And 
yeah, it would be perfect. And it applies to societies. And it's a great form 
of economics I would think, too. Because it's more about how you can give 
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and support rather than how much you can extract and take.   
- Researcher 2 
The very different ways of viewing social relationships and collaboration within the 
regenerative movement explored by Researcher 2 and by Farmer 14 is reflective of the 
tensions that surround implementing a different mindset into a relatively static economic 
and societal system. It is clear from the arguments in Chapter 4 and in this chapter that 
being regenerative is a mindset. As such, transformation of mindsets takes time, but 
system change takes longer. So, this tension between different forms of economics in 
regenerative agriculture persists. The regenerative movement highlights the struggle of 
trying to create a new form of economics that is based on collaborative, non-competitive 
mentalities, or in other words, a ‘completed’ care cycle, within a system that remains 
competitive and capitalistic. This is discussed here not to designate either one as the best 
pathway forward, but instead it is to highlight one way in which the everyday tensions 
from changing mindsets are made visible.  
 
5.6 Conclusion  
This chapter has argued that the regenerative movement of New Zealand and the ethos 
that it embodies has collaborative mentality. This collaboration strongly represents a 
collective manifestation of ‘being regenerative’ and therefore, an in-action ethic of care 
at a scale that is larger than the individual. Collaboration reveals ways for completed care 
cycles to form as it creates opportunity for relations based on cooperation, reciprocity 
and mutuality to be favoured by regenerative actors. Care is embedded into these social 
networks and therefore they are a different pathway to the competition of the current 
agriculture system. Therefore, regenerative actors choose care as a critical foundation of 
their social networks, and in doing so, actively reform the culture of food production in 
these spaces.  
Examples of collaboration in the regenerative movement include how this approach 
contributes to the different way of thinking, being and doing through being regenerative. 
We see aspects of an ethic of care emerge in the way farmers have flexible practices and 
inclusive mentalities. We see it in the way they conceptualise collective responsibility, 
137 
and also in the way they help each other and question the world around them individually 
and through social networks.  
The mindset shift described in Chapter 4 is something that is a somewhat personal 
transition. However, this chapter shows how the mindset clearly expands beyond 
individuals to influence the way in which regenerative actors view working with each 
other, and others around them. Thus, while the regenerative mindset is embedded in 
relationality with the more-than-human, considering how important collaboration is to 
the movement, the mindset should also be thought of as more-than-individual. 
Collaboration is woven into the social foundation of regenerative networks and, in doing 
so, it perpetuates the efficacy through which they test the boundaries of current systems. 
This is because the structures of the current system do not necessarily provide space to 
cultivate such a worldview of care-full practices. But as regenerative actors continue to 
carve out spaces for care to exist within their own agricultural networks, what impact 
does this have on the system that they are challenging? The momentum of the 
regenerative movement and its popularity is rapidly growing. The mindset has already 
been shown to blend across and blur the scales of individual and community, but what is 
its potential beyond these scales? To create transformation, societal systems must be 
unsettled to some degree. Therefore, the next chapter focuses on how being regenerative 








The findings from Chapter 4 and 5 indicated that ‘being regenerative’ has a philosophy 
behind it that reflects a more-than-human ethic of care. The mindset shift that we see 
occurring within farmers and those in regenerative spaces is relational, and it is care-full. 
However, this relationality occurs not only in a conceptual, ontological sense, but also in 
execution, because the shifting mindsets of regenerative actors do not exist within a 
vacuum of thought or practice. As such, the regenerative mindset has interactions with, 
and impacts on, the existing agricultural system in New Zealand. Our world is full of 
politics, social norms, and economic markets, all of which influence the way we think 
about social connections, knowledge and societal change. This chapter unpacks this 
socio-political space by focusing on how thinking, being and doing differently challenges 
the status quo at a systemic scale. 
The examples used in this chapter will focus on how the regenerative mindset is 
unsettling the foundations of the knowledge system that agriculture has been built on in 
New Zealand. Science is the dominant knowledge of the current system, but being 
regenerative involves an openness to understanding the world though more than a 
singular epistemological lens. As such, scientific systems are reframed so that they are 
seen as one of many sources of knowledge available in farming-scapes. The ability for 
regenerative agriculture to create spaces for different epistemologies is discussed here. 
The second half of this chapter will turn to look forward to the future of the regenerative 
movement. Many of the features of being regenerative make the mindset transformative, 
however, there are challenges that the movement faces moving ahead. Therefore, this 
section briefly covers these tensions that will arise as the regenerative movement 
continues to gain momentum. However, the chapter goes on to argue that despite the 
challenges, there is potential for being regenerative to create wider societal 
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transformation. Being regenerative is not specific to agriculture. Instead, regenerative 
agriculture is the implementation of being regenerative in an agricultural context. Given 
this, how may the regenerative mindset expand into spaces outside of agriculture? What 
possibilities exist? This final section will finish by briefly covering some examples of 
how being regenerative is already being applied beyond the scope of agriculture.  
 
6.2 Dominant knowledge: Shifting scientific systems   
Traditionally, science and the institutions that produce it, for example crown research 
institutes (CRI’s) or universities, have been upheld as leaders of innovation in New 
Zealand agriculture (Brooking et al., 2002; Vitalis, 2007). For decades, these institutions 
have guided the direction of agriculture, and therefore have been seen as a source of 
certainty and stability, and importantly, they represented ‘progress’. This scientific 
system has held a monopoly on knowledge. Science has been considered the fundamental 
language through which to communicate understandings of the environment and how to 
manage it. However, regenerative agriculture is unsettling this trend and doing so creates 
tension for regenerative actors and the industry.  
Regenerative farmers are increasingly using other forms of knowledge for decision-
making such as that produced at the grassroots or that of human experience. These are 
shared through informal networks and platforms rather than being sourced from 
institutions. As such, the regenerative mindset in many ways clashes with the scientific 
system. Regenerative actors are faced with the tensions of translating these other forms 
of knowledge (particularly experience) into science in order to legitimise the movement 
and its outcomes. Therefore, where knowledge comes from, what knowledge is 
considered valuable, and which actors are seen as having the authority to create it begins 
to shift. Regenerative actors are unsettling patterns of dominant knowledge in farming 
communities and as such, they challenge existing power structures of knowledge 
systems. Sometimes this generates political resistance. But this has also created 
opportunities for new epistemologies to seep into the cracks that are prised open by the 
mindset of being regenerative.  
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 Growing distrust of scientific systems 
Many regenerative actors are critical of scientific institutional systems due to their failure 
to support regenerative ambitions. For regenerative farmers, this is in part due to the way 
agricultural science is usually framed through a reductionist approach that singles out 
different parts of ecological systems. This inherently contrasts to the regenerative 
mindset which encourages a holistic, systems approach to agri-food systems and the 
environment. As such, farmers start to re-assess science and in some cases view its 
methodologies as flawed or currently incompatible with being regenerative (Table 6.1). 
Table 6.1 Issues with the reductionist approach of modern science. Science methodologies are often 
seen as flawed due to their reductionist approach  
Quote 
Science is so hard to do because it's always in silos.... And that's where things have got 
quite flawed. - Farmer 4 
Especially because I find that the science is in a very, sort of new fledgling state, wherein 
we're only just starting to explore the possibilities of farming regeneratively. I feel like a 
lot of these practices, the individual practices that farmers adopt, while going regen have 
been studied. So yes, tillage practices have been studied or the reduction of fertilisers has 
been studied. But it's the whole ecosystem, sort of looking at all the individual factors, but 
plugging them into whole ecosystem analysis. That’s something that we're missing in 
New Zealand and even overseas. There isn't too much information on that.  
- Researcher 1 
So, in New Zealand, farmers have kind of been taught and mentored by stuff coming out 
of universities like yours, to look at numbers and the science they were using was things 
like chemistry and statistics. Whereas I think the science of ecology is far more 
appropriate. That's basically what we're looking at when we look at these whole systems. 
So because we're looking at it from an ecological point of view, which is still scientific, in 
the end it can get, you know, whittled down into a very, very simple concept of, if we 
mimic nature, we can regenerate our systems. And the big part of this holistic plan grazing 
is mimicking how the grassland systems function. - Farm Advisor 1 
I think what we have gotten down to is that we've got too many people in their own 
separate silos that are experts in one particular field of that science. And we've lost this 
whole farm approach. And you might do your science on a wee plot or in a laboratory or 
something, but that doesn't actually translate to how it works in the real world because 
there's so many other things happening. So, we need to get back to that sort of science of 
looking at the whole system.... So yeah, it just needs to be on a whole farm approach, I 
think. It's great that you can study parts of things and get some breakthroughs, but it's got 
to be able to work in the real world. - Farmer 5 
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When you're dealing with ecosystems, the current reductional, linear science mentality 
doesn't work. And it doesn't handle the complexity that we're dealing with out there.  
- Farm Advisor 2 
 
Seeing the flaw in current ways of producing science as those in Table 6.1 do, in some 
cases led to a strong distrust of the current system. Farmers and other regenerative actors 
become more aware of the politics and money that perpetuate the status quo of science 
and knowledge creation in New Zealand’s agri-food system. They can be frustrated with 
its restrictions and the resistance to regenerative agriculture that emerges from these 
industry spaces. For example, many participants expressed their frustrations and distrust 
of the institutionalised scientific system and its politics (Table 6.2).  
Table 6.2 Frustrations and distrust of the current institutionalised science system 
Quote Explanation 
Unfortunately, regenerative agriculture, has 
undermined our belief in science… we've learned 
that science is designed to either persuade, and really 
to learn a lot of the science that we've been presented 
with... we're finding that out about everything. It might 
be an age thing I think, you know, there's a lot of 
questions, it is ignorance once lost can't be reclaimed it 
seems. - Farmer13 
It's been a shame, exposing science, you know, I used to 
have nothing but respect for people in white coats and 
would never question them. - Farmer 13 
Farmer 13 refers to how 
their historical trust in 
science has started to shift 
as they recognise that 
science is not necessarily 
neutral but can be 
embedded with agendas.  
We did all that reading, you know, Google these days, 
there's so much information out there, and read what 
other scientists said. Because you got all these scientists 
in New Zealand saying, oh, this is wrong. This is 
pseudoscience. So well hang on, all these people are 
scientists as well just like you... So, once you realise that 
scientists can't even agree on things...the thing is, it 
makes you very distrustful of, as especially when 
people are trying to sell products to you. - Farmer 5 
Farmer 5 recognises that 
the science produced by 
industry or corporations is 
not necessarily the only 
scientific narrative that 
exists. In doing so, they 
realise the potential for 
agendas to influence 
knowledge.  
When you know enough about science and you know 
people that have been in the game for as for as long as 
the people that I know have, you learn a thing or two, and 
you know, science is really only as reliable as the goal 
or the intention behind the research and also the 
Farm Advisor 2 explains 
their understanding of the 
influence of scientific 
agendas on knowledge 
production.  
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relative investment. Really, we can bring the science 
to validate almost anything. You know, there was 
science to say that smoking was healthy. It was science 
to say that DDT was safe. There was science to say that 
we could not possibly fly. – Farm Advisor 2 
I can tell you that I have found [working in this space] 
really eye opening. I have also found that research, not 
just funding into the primary sector, but funding into the 
tertiary sector and research is defined by this politics. 
And I found that confronting, and I found that 
unbelievable, but also because I'm probably very naive. 
But I was just like, Whoa, like, this research hasn't been 
done! Or we haven't looked into this because politically, 
we decided that it wasn't economically the right thing to 
do. So, we didn't look at it. Or there's pushback from 
industry, where there are people publishing certain 
things, not declaring their conflicts of interest as 
being on the boards of certain fertiliser companies. 
But these are scientists, and it's like, and scientists 
publishing opinion pieces, but they're seen is 
scientific literature. And it's like, no, there are 
differences. – Researcher 1   
Researcher 1 gained a new 
understanding about the 
political nature of scientific 
research after getting 
involved in regenerative 
spaces.  
So, we have a lot of specialists from Lincoln 
[University]. A lot of the tertiary institutes are publishing 
papers about that regen has no scientific backing. And 
that it is just a fad and farmers need to beware about this 
'craze'. They are treating it as if it's like a pseudo...  
- Farmer 15 
The political backing of 
industry to tear down 
knowledge narratives that 
are not industry led is 
shown here in the 
resistance Farmer 15 
discusses. 
Sometimes science can be pigeonholed in a certain 
direction. And that's their focus and they don't look 
at the big picture. They don't see that big picture 
because that's their role to head in this direction. And I 
think we're seeing that at the moment and that's why 
science is struggling, and some scientists are struggling 
with what regen ag can bring to New Zealand. 'That's 
North American, and it's not gonna work here. It's you 
know, it's South African, they’ve done it there different'. 
But that's not the point. The philosophy of where we need 
to head. - Farmer 10 
The reductionist nature of 
current science is pointed to 
by Farmer 10 as a key part 
of what is preventing 
industry from changing 
from a resistance-based 
stance, to seeing the 
opportunity in a different 
knowledge system.  
He could have, rather than saying, Oh, this is dangerous, 
this is scary. And they were saying there is no research. 
Well, why don't they do some research? Rather than just 
discredit it, you know? And sometimes you can have all 
the data in the world, but actually what you're physically 
seeing in the environment can be more. - Farmer 7 
Farmer 7 shows frustration 
with the resistance from 
industry scientists to be 
open to researching 
regenerative agriculture.  
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Despite a rising distrust in industry-led science as seen in Table 6.2, this should not be 
confused with a definitive shift away from science more generally. What comes with the 
distrust of the traditional science system is that farmers instead see themselves as 
alternative knowledge producers. This includes the production of science, but also 
includes becoming more open to other forms of knowledge entirely. Rather than relying 
solely on a scientific system that is not aligning with their mindset, and indeed in many 
cases provides significant resistance to it, regenerative actors are recognising that science 
produced by institutions and by default, scientists, is not the ‘be all and end all’ of useful 
knowledge. Other forms of knowledge creation have gained popularity in these 
regenerative circles, including citizen science, grassroots science, or even those often 
dismissed by the scientific paradigm such as experience (sight, smell, feel of change on 
farm). Farmer 7 in Table 6.2 exemplifies this, noting that their physical experience on 
farm is sometimes more valuable than having “all the data in the world”.   
Networks of knowledge sharing and innovation established by farmers allowed them to 
use diverse knowledge to drive forward the regenerative movement into the gaps left by 
the lack of institutionalised science for regenerative agriculture. They see themselves as 
contributing to innovation and the creation of knowledge, challenging the role which 
institutions have traditionally held. This strongly links to the agency that farmers feel as 
a result of being involved in regenerative spaces. In some cases, science is even framed 
as having to ‘catch up’ to regenerative spaces. Table 6.3 expresses sentiments of self-
defined knowledge production and the power and tensions that emerge from framing 
farmers as knowledge producers. 
Table 6.3 Farmers as knowledge creators 
Quote 
I think the top farmers are actually ahead of the scientists in a lot of respects. They 
might be doing things that work, but they don't quite understand why it works but…  
- Farmer 5 
And the thing was, science is that it's not innovative. We're out there innovating through 
curiosity and courage. And then it's up to the science to come in and back that up if they 
want to be part of that. We can't wait for the science because the science can't keep up 
with the amount of that we're innovating as farmers. - Farm Advisor 2 
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I realised that our farmers are our biggest scientists, right? They are. They are the ones 
who have these big scientific experiments really ongoing where they already record this 
data in different forms, and they know exactly what's going on. - Researcher 1 
I think if you look to agro ecological definitions of regenerative agriculture, it is that the 
farmers are the experts. It's willingness of scientists to come in and under and support 
what farmers are seeing in the field and collect the information that's already in that 
community knowledge instead of the old paradigm, which is, science is the 
expert, science has all the answers.  - Farm Advisor 3 
One of the things I loathe most is this term 'end user', instead of 'front user 'or 'front 
designer' or 'co -designer'. These are all symptomatic of an idea that we sit outside these 
communities and can prescribe what's good for them, and what's good for the planet. So, 
if you turn that right on its head, they become our teachers, they become, they have an 
intimate local knowledge, a diachronic approach to knowledge acquisition, they 
have long runs of data in the family, on the farm, on their manu, of a relatively small 
area. But it's deep in time often, and human experience. - Farm Advisor 3 
 
From Table 6.3 and the previous discussion, we see that farmers and regenerative actors 
are redefining the paradigms of knowledge in agriculture. They are embedding 
knowledge creation into their own spaces at a grassroots level. However, farmers and 
regenerative actors still see a lot of value in science and in quantitative data. Table 6.4 
shows how farmers still desire scientific validation for their work, and that the current 
agricultural system requires measurements and quantitative data to indicate farm 
progress. 
Table 6.4 The high value placed on science and data. Science and data are seen to remain highly 
valuable and authoritative in regenerative agriculture  
Quote Explanation  
So anecdotal evidence is important. And it was 
important for us to adopt regen ag and get going 
with [support organisation] because it's anecdotal 
evidence from farmers. But if you go to the 
farmers, you see it right? … It's just that they 
haven't been able to collate it in the right form in 
the right place to get visibility at scale. That they 
have this data, and they tell you anecdotally 
about their experiences, but if you listen to 
each of the farmers separately and pull in their 
data, I mean, you've got quantitative 
measurements.  - Researcher 1 
Researcher 1 notes how farmers 
have data that should be collated to 
create validate their experiences. 
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And whether that all of those measurements and 
all of that rigour is used by investors who want to 
invest in regen ag or whether that's used by 
scientists as the starting platform for their 
experimental or simulation studies, that that's up 
to the sector. But the idea is that you record and 
measure everything that you do and once you're 
able to make empirical observations, that's 
when, well, we'll see what works and what 
doesn't. Right. That's where the debate can be 
resolved in some ways. - Researcher 1 
Researcher 1 then goes on to note 
how this data has use for investors, 
scientist and creating certainty 
where there is currently debate. 
 But again, we've got science backing us up and 
what we do here with soil testing, and herbage 
testing, and live weight growth, and all that sort 
of stuff. So, we, we use science in a specific way 
here. We use it to build our whole picture that 
guides us and what we're doing, how we're 
doing this, are we heading in the right 
direction? So, it's just not going out there and not 
using quantitative data and going out there and 
doing stuff because it's your sole philosophy. 
Because we wouldn't survive doing that. It's really 
taking everything. It’s that whole picture...  
- Farmer 10 
Farmer 10 discusses how they 
value measurements to accompany 
their philosophy of farming. But 
data should be used in a whole 
systems approach and therefore as 
a tool to mark a wider 
conceptualisation of performance 
than what is typically measured.  
And there's a place for [science]. That's why I 
don't want to dismiss it too much. And there's also 
really cool scientists coming out of that world 
discovering this for themselves and creating 
frameworks. Like Gwen Grelet, is creating 
amazingly cool, new, more holistic, whole 
system frameworks to suit giving the data that 
people are so hungry for but at a more valid 
sense. Measuring things that are reflective of 
what we're seeing out there. – Farm Advisor 2 
New approaches to scientific data 
that take into account holism and 
complexity are seen as a pathway 
forward. 
What I want everyone to know about regenerative 
agriculture?... Probably what I would like is for 
anyone that says that they're regenerative to 
have evidence for that. Are you improving the 
health of your ecosystems, your water quality, the 
nutrient density? Are you growing food that has 
no chemical residues, are your building soil 
carbon, are you creating a sink for greenhouse 
gases? those kinds of things. Monitor it. It's very 
well greenwashing and saying, 'Oh, yeah, you 
know, I love the ducks'. Instead of thinking, 
Okay, you know, what am I actually doing to 
show that I'm regenerating? It's not just an 
The authority of science comes 
though strongly in this sentiment 
from Farm Advisor 3 because data 
is seen as essential to validating 
change. Change without data is 
seen only as intention or potential 
‘greenwashing’. 
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intention that you put out there to the world. 
It's action. It's action and outcomes.  
- Farm Advisor 3 
 
Table 6.4 shows there is a perceived need for quantification of experiences to validate 
the outcomes of regenerative agriculture. Measurements are a way of achieving certainty 
for industry and market claims. While data measured though a holistic lens is considered 
more valuable than that which is siloed, quantification remains positioned as a concrete 
step in the pathway to legitimising regenerative agriculture. This reflects how science 
forms a paradigm that is perceived to some degree as a superior form of knowledge. But 
there are tensions that exist between science and other forms of knowledge.  
 The tensions of quantifying ‘regenerative’ 
Data and measurement is an essential part of the movement by regenerative actors. There 
is still a strong trust in science but less so in the restrictive boundaries of the existing 
scientific system and those who are seen to be the participants in creating scientific 
knowledge. Yet, it is clear that observation, relying on the senses and the other more 
intuitive forms of decision- making described in earlier chapters are also highly important 
to the regenerative journey. However, even if anecdotal evidence is seen as valuable, it 
is still often thought of by farmers and industry members as needing to be ‘validated’ by 
scientific measurements. This indicates that the regenerative mindset does not demand a 
dichotomy of experience vs science but there is a distinct tension that results from farmers 
stepping out and innovating ahead of formal research by scientists.  
Despite the embedded nature of science as a dominant knowledge for agriculture, what 
counts as ‘progress’ is not considered to be limited to physical data in regenerative 
spaces. Farmers have a wide range of markers of progress that demonstrate their 
regenerative mindset and the ability to view the world (and knowledge) though a different 
lens. Productivity remains a big part of progress, as is profitability. But these are not the 
only goals for farmers. Table 6.5 shows that physical on farm indicators extend to 
wellbeing of wildlife, farm animals, and farmers themselves. Social, economic and 
physical indicators all mark success. ‘Progress’ is engrained into a relational perspective 
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where interactions with the more-than-human are as much of a signal of progress as 
quantification from soil testing.  
Table 6.5 Markers of progress for participants 
Quote Marker of progress 
identified 
If I can get an idea that works two years in a row, and 
I can tell someone about it, that's progress for me.  So, 
if someone can change this system on a trial that I've 
done for the better, then that's progress for me.  
- Farmer 12 
Success in trial-and-error 
process, able to share 
innovations. 
What counts as progress? …to physically see your 
lambs basically finishing, twice as many with a new 
technique, that's pretty... that's wow, that’s a massive.... 
- Farmer 2 
Increased productivity with 
a new farming system. 
I count progress as the condition of the soil… improving 
the microbiome… and the worm life and see the soil 
structure grow and the soil health improve. And I think 
everything will be the consequences of that, in farm 
productivity - Farmer 11 
Improving soil health, 
micro-biology, and overall 
productivity. 
Progress would be improving it from what its current 
state is. So that's improving soil health, improving 
biodiversity, being a position to say that it is either 
breaking even or making a profit. So that it's a block 
that becomes more drought resistant or drought 
tolerant. - Farmer 5 
Physical improvement: soil 
health, biodiversity, 
profitability, with the aim 
of creating resilience 
against drought. 
Last couple years have had a very bad thistle problem. 
But thistles are one of the first plants to invade when 
soil gets up to a certain balance, correct balance… So, 
at a physical look… It's ironically a positive sign… 
sometimes you feel like you're going backwards but 
you're probably going forwards. - Farmer 7 
Physical indications of 
change (even species 
usually considered negative 
can be a step in the right 
direction) 
We are growing more grass and we're making more 
profit and we've got less bare soil than ever before… 
 … you just know that you start hearing different types 
of birds…once you start seeing those things, you know 
you're on the right track… 
…The neighbours [winter crops] get absolutely dealt 
with aphids and they got to spray… we don't because 
we've got diversity of flowers that are bringing along 
beneficial [insects]... 
Biodiversity, crop 
resilience, water quality are 
seen as markers of 
progress, but are also part 
of the vision for what 
Farmer 4 wants to see on 
their farm.  
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…I want to see in heavy rain, I want to go to every one 
of our creeks and see they're flowing clear.  
- Farmer 4 
The ultimate judge of regenerative agriculture is how 
many varieties of birds that come. - Farmer 13 
Number of bird species 
Progress for us in our dairy system, a lot of it would be... 
just having a good year and being able to pay off like 
money back to the bank... - Farmer 15 
Profitability, reducing debt 
Actually, another measure I dare say could be 
lifestyle…. And maybe, sort of a wishful thinking that 
regenerative ag might be a bit simpler and allow for 
more quality time? - Farmer 11 
Lifestyle 
But progress, I guess for me is more time. More free 
time that's not farming time. I'd Love to get into a bit 
more fishing, rabbit shooting and stuff with the 
kids… that was what I grew up with. They're my 
values… time with dad. - Farmer 16 
Lifestyle, time with family 
You actually feel change before you can measure it. 
So, you'll start to see changes in vigour… your animals 
change in terms of their demeanour, the pastures start to 
get stronger. You just start to feel a difference.  
– Farm Advisor 4 
Animal health, “feeling” 
progress and change 
 
The range of measures of progress in Table 6.5 shows that a different framework for 
success is used in regenerative agriculture than the conventional system which is focused 
on production. Some of these markers of progress are measurable and quantifiable by the 
modern scientific system such as soil health, species counts, productivity, profitability. 
Others such as fulfilling family values, changing lifestyles and ‘feeling’ the difference 
for animals, soil, and self are less quantifiable.  
However, the range of markers illustrates a significant tension for regenerative farmers. 
Regenerative philosophy driving progress brushes against the embedded desire and 
necessity for quantification in the industry. Like the challenges mentioned Chapter 5 of 
thinking collaboratively in a competitive economic system, farmers are trying to push the 
boundaries of a knowledge system that is not created to keep up with their innovation, or 
a new ethos of care that comes with being regenerative. Science is embedded in this 
knowledge system as the normative language for communicating success. For farmers, 
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this can sometimes mean there is an internal conflict or frustration where they seek to 
employ observation, attentiveness, and anecdotal evidence for decision making, but also 
realise the need to quantify such human experience for validation by others (and 
sometimes themselves). Many regenerative actors still think within a quantitative system 
because they have been taught to know it as authoritative. Its normativity is engrained 
through agricultural education, industry expectations, policy recommendations and 
limits, and social culture. There is also external pressure from the industry to prove that 
their practices are creating on farm improvements. Farmers are forced to navigate the 
tension of trusting the improvements they see and feel on their farm with trying to 
quantify experience to push back against industry claims that regenerative agriculture is 
pseudo-science, or a conspiracy similar to the anti-1080 movement (see letter from select 
scientists to the Minister for Agriculture - appendix A). 
Farmer 4 represents this tension well in their interview where they first note how they 
are told they don’t need a soil test to validate themselves:   
[scientist name], have you heard of him? He came out [to the farm], he's an 
entomologist. We're all going ‘what soil test is the best?’. He's like, 'what do 
you wanna do the soil test for?’, like to see where our... and he goes 'if you 
want to be validated, that's fine. But if you do this, this, this and that, follow 
those principles, you'll get these outcomes’. And I was like, ahh I get you. 
So, we're all focused about how do we measure, measure, measure, measure, 
he's like, who cares? just do this and that, and they come. And life flourishes. 
- Farmer 4 
Farmer 4 described almost an ‘aha’ moment where they comprehend the entomologist’s 
reasoning for decoupling soil testing from health outcomes. Yet, later in the interview, 
Farmer 4 indicates that there is still an engrained necessity to test for results and that 
trusting observation alone such as a visual soil assessment does not feel perhaps, 
‘scientific enough’. Farmer 4 points out specifically that one could be selective about the 
parts of the farm that they know have better soil for such tests and therefore the lack of 
standardisation that can come from selective testing means that the results may not be 
representative or indicate whole farm progress correctly.   
But again, the visual soil [assessment], any of those tests, what if it is that 
part of the paddock where I know is not as wet or I know is good? or this 
paddock where I know I’ve done a good job? Which paddocks then do you 
suddenly… which areas [do you count]? you know, like you need to do so 
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much of a farm to get [a representation], you know, [otherwise] you [could] 
just go and dig a few samples and say oh my visual soil assessment is great! 
 - Farmer 4 
This also alludes to a trust that science done by ‘scientists’ holds a scientific rigour that 
Farmer 4’s science would not. It assumes that science produced in formal or institutional 
contexts is somehow pure from such biases (which interestingly somewhat contradicts 
the acknowledgement of agendas in science seen in Table 6.2). 
Similarly, Farmer 7 and 8 discuss the tensions of validating experience. The challenges 
that they experience on their farm include trying to balance data from observation with 
data that is measurable and therefore quantifiable as markers of progress: 
Farmer 7: You see some progress in an actual physical hard data, but then 
you see other things in other ways. And it might be something as simple as 
when you're walking around the paddock, you see a pile of poo and you see 
all the little fungi off it on a misty day and you could look at that and say, 
well that biology of that poo pile is breaking down. It's working. So, versus 
you might, you may have seen a cow poo and it has sat there, stale for years 
and years and years and it's a dry crusty hard thing. 
Farmer 8: Or you might dig a hole and find a hell of a lot of earthworms 
Farmer 7: So, you see things all the time and quantifying them in progress 
is a bit harder. 
For many, having quantitative data is seen as a vital part of what is needed for 
regenerative farming to be legitimised in the current paradigm. There is less trust in 
experience being valid data because it cannot be measured and therefore cannot be 
effectively communicated across the scientific paradigm that the industry sits within. 
Obtaining measurable data is seen as an important step forward for the movement to gain 
legitimacy and recognition for the innovation farmers are pioneering. They also hope that 
this will lead to more support (see Table 6.6).  
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Table 6.6 Participant’s hopes for science-based validation 
Quote Explanation 
I think in New Zealand, generally science has not 
found a lot of what we needed to do in farming. 
Farmers have done it, and science has taken up 
and then extrapolated that out where other farmers 
have learned from it. But it's generally farmers 
who have made these discoveries in farming, 
and are still making these discoveries, and still 
making mistakes. And science will take that up 
and they'll do some good stuff with that. And 
we need science, we need good robust science. 
– Farmer 10 
Despite farmers being viewed as 
the innovators and knowledge 
creators, science is seen as 
necessary for the future of the 
industry. There is faith that the 
science system will eventually 
shift in the regenerative direction 
to provide the robustness that 
farmers are seen to be unable to 
provide.  
There are quite a few farmers who are doing this 
and they're not just, they're not just doing it blind, 
they have the data. They are recording these 
things. If we can just pull it together, give it 
visibility, start measuring things at a regional 
level, it can all feed back into the sciences and 
come all the way back into legitimising regen 
ag a lot more. Not that it's not legit. It's just, yeah, 
it's seen as like left field sort of.  - Researcher 1 
Making visible the data that 
farmers collect is seen as an 
essential role of science – a 
pathway to legitimising regen ag 
and gaining more support.  
The politicians will see, or Federated Farmers will 
see all the interest that’s there. There’s certainly a 
fair degree of speculation, scepticism. And its 
intriguing seeing one view from the conventional 
camp or the traditional... but people want to see 
science to back it up. And I think there's no 
question that the science will back it up, but it's 
just that resistance to change. - Farmer 11 
More faith in science is shown – a 
pathway to pushing back against 
resistance by being validated.  
… I think right now we're just shifting from early 
adopters to a kind of a majority. And a lot of the 
people in the majority won't adopt unless it's 
been endorsed by the establishment. And the 
establishment is not going to endorse anything 
unless there's hard academic scientific data 
that have been acquired. So that's really... I 
think that's the main contribution science can 
make. The other contribution science can make is 
maybe understanding a little bit better some of the 
mechanism that would explain the observations, 
and which might help the practitioners to refine 
your practices. - Researcher 4 
Researcher 4 notes the status quo 
of science and the authority that 
the institutions who traditionally 
create it have in the industry. The 
acceptability of regen is seen to be 




Table 6.6. shows how science is seen as a tool by regenerative actors to communicate the 
benefits of regenerative agriculture to industry bodies, government, or other farmers. 
Good science is essential for many components of on farm progress but it is only one 
way of understanding outcomes. There are also non-quantifiable aspects of being 
regenerative such as the learning process, the interrelation with the more-than-human and 
other aspects of relationships and decision-making covered in Chapter 4. These features 
of being regenerative reflect a mindset that cannot necessarily be communicated through 
science. Attempting to communicate ‘regenerative agriculture’ through science by 
reducing it to solely practices and outcomes ignores the transformative mindset shift that 
is a new way of thinking and being. Therefore, the tensions of quantifying ‘regenerative’ 
reveals a power-full relationship between the world of industry and regenerative actors. 
This is because there is a politics to structures that uphold western science as the 
normative epistemology (Grasswick, 2017).   
To explore the power relations of this relationship between industry and regenerative 
actors further, we can use the analogy of language. People speaking different languages 
is a common feature of our multi-cultural society in New Zealand. Yet English is the 
normative language, its dominance arising through, and maintained by, the power 
relations of colonialism (Chrisp, 2005). This will be a familiar construct of power to most 
readers, but we can use this to unpack the challenges of communicating different 
epistemologies. Let’s say, science is your native language. You have grown up with it 
and are therefore fluent. It is your normative way of communicating with those around 
you and making sense of the world. On the other hand, human experience in regenerative 
agriculture is a foreign language – the value placed on experience is a different form of 
knowledge rooted in a different epistemological framework.  
If someone speaks to you in a foreign language, naturally, you are at a loss to what has 
been said. ‘Feeling a difference’ (one of the more radical examples from Table 6.5) as a 
marker of progress is a foreign measurement for normative science. For the foreign 
language to have meaning to you, it must be translated. It does not mean that the foreign 
language, in this case human experience, was without meaning originally. It was just not 
comprehendible to you. Trying to fit the regenerative mindset into a scientific paradigm 
is similar. Human experience has value but may not be understood by an industry which 
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uses science as its language. Translation of experience into quantifiable data is needed to 
for those who see the world through a scientific lens.  
Most people in New Zealand today grew up with some level of exposure to a scientific 
worldview. Biology, chemistry and physics make up the normative framework for 
understanding the world. For the better half of a century, physical science has also been 
the basis of modern agriculture. Therefore, farmers who were trained through formal 
institutions or were exposed to industry narratives were educated with science as their 
native language (Brooking et al., 2002; Wildblood-Crawford, 2006; Brooking and 
Pawson, 2010).  
Therefore, in the case of our analogy, it is likely that the speaker of the foreign language 
is bi-lingual - they can understand both human experience and science. They are prepared 
to translate their experiences into your native language so you can understand and 
therefore join the conversation. Similarly, regenerative actors are attempting to quantify 
regenerative agriculture for the purposes of communicating their progress to a science-
based industry. As per Table 6.6 Participant’s hopes for science-based validation, 
translating human experience in regenerative agriculture is anticipated to provide 
substantiation to such experience. As such, science can be viewed as a tool that 
regenerative actors are using to propel the movement forward. It is the simplest way of 
communicating experiences that arise through a regenerative mindset into the scientific 
paradigm of agriculture.  
But, what of the inverse relationship between industry and regenerative actors? If science 
can be used as a tool by regenerative actors, can regenerative agriculture be used as a tool 
by industry? When two people, one of whom is unilingual, the other bi-lingual, are both 
capable of speaking a common language, two options emerge for long-term 
communication. The first is for the unilingual speaker to learn the foreign language. If 
this was the case, the industry would have to be prepared to learn the language of human 
experience so that translation to ‘science’ is no longer essential. The validation sought 
by participants in Table 6.6 would not become the only pathway to legitimising 
regenerative agriculture. This requires industry to accept the integration of other forms 
of knowledge into the agri-science paradigm.  
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However, when there is a common language, it is often easiest for the bi-lingual person 
to forfeit speaking their native language for the sake of convenience for the other person. 
What if you, as the unilingual speaker remain unwilling to attempt to learn the foreign 
language? After all, science is already the normative epistemology for the western world 
and both speakers already know it. In this case, translation becomes the main pathway of 
communication (cementing that language as dominant). However, in many languages 
around the world, exact translations are difficult, and meaning is often lost in these 
translations. Perhaps the bilingual speaker might never be able to convey the full meaning 
of their message because it may not accurately translate to your native language. What 
implications does this have on the relationship between the two speakers, or in the case 
of industry and regenerative actors? 
Following this thinking shows how regenerative agriculture has the potential to be 
utilised as a tool by industry for industry purposes. This could come at the expense of 
ever being able to communicate the full meaning behind regenerative experiences into 
the scientific paradigm as the regenerative mindset may fail to be translated through such 
pathways of numerical measurement. For example, the physical benefits of regenerative 
agriculture to the landscape which are able to be quantified in soil and water testing, 
productivity data and so on, can be used by industry to measure their impact on the 
landscape or create markets based on low carbon, or low-impact products. This process 
would be aided (and justified) by science being pre-existing dominant knowledge. This 
future would likely be a pathway to better environmental outcomes and farmer 
profitability. However, while science might be able to quantify the outcomes of 
regenerative practice, it may miss the components of ‘being regenerative’. For many 
participants of this research, it was the components of the mindset that were most 
meaningful in regenerative transitions. The connection to the more-than-human, 
relationships and many of the transformative features of the regenerative movement that 
are discussed in this thesis cannot be easily translated to numerical science and as such 
require more attention from the industry if they are to be cultivated. They require the 
industry to recognise the limits of its own knowledge constructs. 
Viewing the relationship between industry and regenerative actors with the analogy of 
language highlights the power imbalances of epistemological frameworks in agriculture. 
The aspects of regenerative agriculture that can be quantified are designated as having 
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the most significance. Meanwhile, knowledge which cannot conform to the norm of 
numerical science risks being side-lined. This is represented through the difference in 
opinions surrounding calls to define regenerative agriculture in a global and New Zealand 
context. Support to define it, and those definitions that have been created at a mechanistic 
level (e.g. The Carbon Underground, 2017) are taking the aspects of regenerative 
agriculture that make sense in a scientific paradigm and therefore can be utilised by the 
industry (as seen in the uptake of the term by global industry – see section 1.2.1). Yet the 
participants for this research, or other groups (for example Soloviev and Landua, 2016) 
who are resisting definitions or attempts to create certifications are those that recognise 
the risk of attempting to translate a mindset into science. These two possibilities can co-
exist - of regenerative agriculture using science as a tool and vice versa, industry using 
regenerative agriculture as a tool. After all, people can be bilingual and a system can 
consist of multiple epistemologies. But which drives which, may be a key part of 
understanding the future development of the regenerative movement. Additionally, it 
reflects the epistemological power dynamics of a strong and critical part of New 
Zealand’s economy.  
 Is regenerative agriculture creating space for different 
epistemologies?  
While it seems that the social construction that assigns scientific knowledge with 
authority is still heavily engrained in regenerative agriculture for the time being, the 
philosophy and ethos of being regenerative does create cracks for different 
epistemologies of knowledge to begin to sprout. The way that regenerative agriculture is 
reforming how knowledge is shared, and reframing how science should be conducted 
through industry, pushes the boundaries of the existing system. Consequently, people are 
beginning to acknowledge the existence of the political structures that maintain the status 
quo but also their flexibility to move. For example Farmer 14 notes how science is 
continually evolving: 
Science is about, you know, proving or disproving something. And I’m a 
Karl Popper fan. He was last century's greatest philosophical or scientist 
dealing with philosophy science… So his argument is, we should put up a 
proposition and then we should try and knock it down. And if we can't knock 
it down, it may be true. Rather than so much science, under the banner of 
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sciences, we put up a false proposition and then we defend it. …Science is a 
journey not a destination. So, you know, I'm very rooted in true science. 
But stuff that we used to believe was voodoo years ago is now true 
science.  ....... the science is never set. - Farmer 14 
Therefore, in realising that the knowledge system that agriculture is based upon is 
continually evolving (perhaps similar to the way the learning process for regenerative 
farmers is), the boundaries of knowledge creation in the industry begin to waver. While 
there is potential for “a big shift coming as far as the way we operate and carry out our 
science and research” (Farm Advisor 2), if the science itself is never set, then the 
superiority of particular forms of science are also questionable. As the learning process 
of being regenerative requires an open mind to understanding the world differently, this 
crumbling of blind faith in a scientific system opens space for different epistemological 
understandings. For example, Farm Advisor 4 notes how the foundations of knowledge 
in the modern agricultural system begin to be broken apart, and Farmer 11 discusses how 
it becomes an opening for new ideas to be built into institutions: 
If we can get people to ask questions, so that they’re starting to show that 
maybe they've lost that entire faith and belief that we're trying to break down. 
Because if you think about our education system, I mean, that's how we've 
been taught for the last 40-50 years. That's people's reality. So, we're shaking 
people's reality. It's a big issue. - Farm Advisor 4 
I mean, I went to Lincoln many years ago. And so that’s been my benchmark 
forever and you'd always sort of refer back to what you were told. It excites 
me to think that Lincoln would now make available a course on regenerative 
agriculture, so that my son could go and learn this stuff instead of what I 
learnt 30 years ago. That is exciting. I don't know if it will come, but it is 
exciting when that sort of change occurs. That real impact. When people are 
being taught it, rather than being taught what I was taught. I mean I’m not 
criticising them, that's just what was happening then, but there's so much... 
the world has changed, I guess. Lincoln will make stuff up like this available 
as a course. Or Massey.  - Farmer 11 
But of course, a fundamental step forward for agriculture in New Zealand would include 
not just a regenerative mindset inserted into the cracks of the current knowledge system, 
but also understandings rooted in te ao Māori being integrated into modern agricultural 
systems. It is clear that 
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…we have the very ability now to actually have a scientific explanation of 
what regenerative is which is important because when we deal with most of 
the Western world, if you like, they want to be, they want to know that this 
is a step in science. But we also acknowledge that many of the indigenous 
peoples have had good understanding for generations. - Farm Advisor 4 
It is not being argued that Mātauranga Māori will replace science as an epistemological 
basis for agriculture in New Zealand, just as a regenerative mindset would not. However, 
the opportunity for integration of multiple understandings of the world seems imminent. 
The mindset of being regenerative has clear alignment with many aspects of a Māori 
worldview. Indeed, the tension that many regenerative actors face with quantifying 
regeneration through different lenses has similarities with those faced by Mātauranga 
scientists and researchers (Rauika Māngai, 2020). The tensions emphasise the possibility 
for the movement to contribute to existing efforts to set new benchmarks for defining 
methodologies and authority tied to knowledge. For some regenerative actors, 
regenerative agriculture is a pathway to engaging more with te ao Māori, and reinstating 
Mātauranga’s legitimacy as a form of knowledge in a highly Pākehā dominated and 
colonial-rooted system: 
I was embarrassed to talk about it and for years, I suppressed my culture. And 
all of a sudden when I when I realised It's okay, you know, and we are just 
who we are, and started to learn about your Maoridom and how as a society 
they used to work with nature… I've been learning a lot. I've learnt my 
whakapapa my whole background...it's really cool to again create that space 
where that wisdom and knowledge is valid and welcome. - Farm Advisor 2 
Well, there's still such a stupid divide in New Zealand. It is embarrassing in 
our colonial past what we have done to indigenous knowledge, like of course, 
they need to merge. But regen is still obviously, a lot of our examples and 
literature's coming from the United States, coming from white spaces. It's the 
United States, they have such a wealth of indigenous knowledge that they 
also crushed way worse than us and that needs to come together to marry 
together. - Farmer 15 
An ongoing question that is emerging from this is how (not if) biculturalism can be 
woven into agriculture. The approach to this task is something that should perhaps be 
thought of as multidirectional: How can regenerative agriculture create space for other 
knowledges such as that brought from Māori to function and flourish in modern 
agricultural industry? But equally, how can Māori knowledge influence, strengthen and 
159 
claim space within regenerative agriculture spaces? Given the work that Māori are 
already undertaking in sustainable agriculture, they are not reliant upon the Pākehā 
dominated regenerative movement ‘offering’ space but are readily defining what Māori 
agriculture can look like in the future of the industry themselves. This is a topic of 
discussion that is not within the bounds of this research, however it is possible that the 
shaking of western bound scientific systems though regenerative agriculture may provide 
opportunity for more biculturalism to flourish in the overlap of more-than-human 
worldviews.  
 
6.3  Regenerative systems? Tensions and possibilities moving 
forward 
For those involved in regenerative agriculture spaces, being embedded in and born from 
a mindset of being regenerative is undeniably seen as the next big step forward for 
agriculture in New Zealand. As the movement continues to gain momentum, there are 
both tensions and possibilities that arise from the different ways of thinking, doing and 
being. This section briefly discusses how a more-than-human ethic of care contributes to 
a wider discussion about the direction of both regenerative agriculture and being 
regenerative. 
 The future of regenerative agriculture 
There are several key challenges moving forward for regenerative agriculture. Many 
were recently identified in the white paper released in February 2021 about regenerative 
agriculture research pathways and national narratives for Aotearoa (Grelet and Lang, 
2021). This research aligns with many of the findings from this white paper and agrees 
with the 17 priority research topics identified by the authors. However, the research for 
this thesis provides further insight into the complexity of changing a system through the 
regenerative mindset. Many farmers and regenerative actors view regenerative 
agriculture as transformative but recognise the constraints of the existing system in 
creating barriers for change. Two key issues are: 1) the tensions from economics and 
politics, and; 2) the potential of leadership burn out. 
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There are massive challenges that regenerative agriculture is facing as it moves forward. 
As has been covered in the previous chapters, there is tension that arises from 
regenerative actors thinking, being and doing differently within economic and knowledge 
systems that have remained relatively static for several decades. In particular, 
regenerative actors referred to the constraints of current systems such as the banks or 
institutions that resist change, but also the restrictions of policy and implementing the 
new values into these spaces (see Table 6.7). 
Table 6.7 Expressions about challenge of overcoming barriers created by the current system 
Quote 
I've always had the belief of the banker doesn't understand what you're trying to do in your 
business… I've got to train them. – Farmer 10 
There are many anti-regen publications and articles. And a lot of it is financed... it feels so 
much like if you're involved in American politics. – Farmer 15 
I would like the policy makers to get out of the way and just let us do it. That would be 
the best way to do it. Let us do what we're doing and then start modelling from it in a few 
years’ time. Just get the red tape out of the way. And at the same level [of importance] I 
would put consumer education maybe? - Farmer 12 
How do you actually have something is genuinely grassroots? And how do we feed that 
culture into science, and into policy, and into innovation? And to get away from this kind 
of, like, slightly flawed concept of representative democracy and use technology and 
really clever ways to be more inclusive. And yeah, I think all that kind of stuff is super 
important. I guess you're not just changing what you do on the ground, but you're changing 
power dynamics, you're changing where value is found. Well, that's certainly the goals for 
lots of people. - Community Group Rep  
 
These actors are referencing the practical challenges that arise from thinking in different 
paradigms but having to enact a livelihood within the current one. Reconfiguring care 
networks clashes with the demands of the current agri-industrial system and its limits to 
stretch to accommodate different ways of being and doing. Table 6.7 shows examples of 
this tension. Meeting the barriers that the current system sets leads farmers to form a 
transformative critique of the current system (Krzywoszynska, 2019). But changing these 
paradigms that control dimensions of the system such as banking, research and policy is 
a major effort that will take decades. Thus, support organisations and structures must aid 
this transition in a way that is open to broader epistemologies, and creative solutions that 
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don’t necessarily fit within the status quo of problem solving. Support is required for the 
industry to grow in ways that allows farmers to nurture the constructs of a more-than-
human ethic of care across this pathway towards future foodscapes. Farmer 2 labelled 
regenerative agriculture as “like a rebirth in a way for farming”. But even though the 
movement is reaching a critical mass, many realise that transforming paradigms is a big 
ask for society: 
If you’re a couch potato and you want to do a marathon, you've got you go 
to a training programme and you start to get into behaviours, and you start to 
get this. And quite often you go to the gym and you'll have someone who 
actually supports you and helps you and what you need to start doing in terms 
of the good habits and bad habits. So, we see that as an essential part of 
helping people move from one paradigm to the other. And similarly, with the 
farmers, I think, you know, we're starting to see some emerge already. 
Having a whole wrap around level of support that can help farmers or 
organisations. – Farm Advisor 4 
Therefore, looking beyond economic and political tensions is an essential part of the 
future of the agri-food industry (Gibson-Graham and Roelvink, 2010; Tregear, 2011; 
Gottschlich and Bellina, 2017). As framed in Chapter 2, it is important to not let political 
economic perspectives define the success of the movement. Despite the tensions that 
arise from these systems, the momentum of the regenerative movement is reaching 
critical mass. A prime example of this is that instead of slowing the flow of farmers 
towards regenerative farming, the social and political resistance which has been well 
publicised in the rural community has actually created more interest in the space:  
[Critics]are only pushing what they... they are picking out of regen what they 
can argue. They're not actually looking at regen as a whole. But what they're 
saying is actually... it's making the staunch chemical farmer more staunch, 
but, it's actually got the ones tweetling on the edge more interested. So, it's 
actually having a double effect, I think. – Farmer 12 
And that's and that's probably where the newspapers [are relevant], because 
you get sometimes five a week of stupid newspapers in the farming sector 
and they’ve got all these agendas. Then they’ll come out and they'll bag 
[regen ag]. So, there is that thing of turning people off. But it's got probably 
got [people] inquisitive  - Farmer 2 
And everybody's really interested, because it's just at the exciting stage that 
it's hitting mainstream media and people think 'Well, I've heard of it before 
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so maybe I know more than other people' and then they're searching and 
looking for answers. - Farmer 16 
Regenerative actors, and particularly farmers see the potential for change in the industry 
only growing stronger. While there are challenges such as the call to define regenerative 
agriculture, the need for more research on both the biophysical and social science of the 
movement, and investigation into marketing pathways that can embody the regenerative 
mindset, the movement continues to drive change at a speed faster than industry is 
adapting. Political and economic challenges will continue to arise across the next several 
decades, but if the momentum of the movement continues at pace, these challenges will 
be addressed as industry is forced to adapt to meet the expectations that are placed upon 
them by regenerative actors. The potential for the movement to have an impact is 
increasing and regenerative agriculture is creating spaces of hope and optimism. 
Regenerative actors recalled the ‘vibe’ that comes out of regenerative meetings and 
events. The pace at which regenerative agriculture is picking up popularity and the 
eagerness that farmers have to see change in the industry is shown by these three actors: 
[it's a] big movement. And it’s social media which is the game changer. So, 
with organics, affects probably 1% of the world's food, which I just find 
irrelevant. Regen could affect 60%. You know, doing regenerative 
management or understanding where you are improving or degrading, having 
60% of farmers understanding that would have massive impact compared to 
one or 2% of farmers don't perfectly. That's what I always try and get across 
to people. It is not about perfection. It's about understanding and moving truly 
in the right direction. - Farmer 4 
I went down to the [farming day event] in Gore. And I didn't recognise hardly 
anyone in the room. And by the end of the day, they were all you know, it 
was just, the chatter was awesome. Just the vibe coming out that people can 
actually do something different. - Farmer 12 
I think we're to use that perfect storm analogy. Everything's coming 
together... and that’s why I feel very optimistic about regenerative agriculture 
and change because consumers need this food and fibre. - Farm Advisor 3 
But this trailblazing optimism that comes from the movement may also contribute to 
leadership burnout in the future. This reveals the limits of reconfiguration of farming care 
networks. Leadership is a critical part of what makes the regenerative movement 
successful. This leadership was observed to be displayed by farmers, researchers and 
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farm advisors alike. But often it was from a few key individuals that found purpose in 
sharing their knowledge and their visions for their farms, or for whom being regenerative 
was strongly connected to the future of the agri-food industry. The dynamics of the 
networks that connect regenerative actors to each other was discussed in Chapter 5. These 
leaders drive forward these regenerative spaces and are essential to the knowledge 
sharing and support networks that enable the regenerative mindset flow through at a 
movement scale: 
I guess you need the people with the desire the drive to see that change 
through and are farmers the right people to do that? I don't think they are. I 
mean you get people like the [family name] who are enormously motivated. 
People like that may have the desire to carry it through to the to the marketing 
stage for it if you like, but I wouldn't put myself in that category. But maybe 
there's people in [community group] ... it needs young people. But I think 
that's the exciting thing. That there are young people in it. It's not just older 
people who have been farming, like myself.... people with that enthusiasm 
and energy. That's what excites me about agriculture in general. Something 
that I feel strongly about it, is [that] agriculture attracts young people again. 
- Farmer 11 
Naturally some farmers were more vocal in their leadership, while others were satisfied 
with contributing to spaces of leadership by providing data, or reassurance to close 
relations. For example, Farmer 5 is happy to ‘quietly work away’ at changing the 
reputation of regenerative agriculture and sees themselves integrated as part of the whole 
movement:  
There just has to be a way to show people what can be achieved with some 
great data behind it. You don't want to spokesperson, out there shouting to 
everyone that this is what we should be doing. But if I can quietly work away, 
and prove to people that it does work, you know, they'll get great buy in. 
Even when they had a day down past Leeston last year, year before, and they 
had a big crowd of people turn up for it. So, people are obviously interested 
in that space. - Farmer 5 
In comparison, Farmer 4 has been particularly innovative which has attracted significant 
attention of the regenerative community. Farmer 4 notes how they have found themselves 
in a space of leadership unintentionally. Although they expressed their excitement about 
being engaged in this way, they recognise their pioneering path can in some cases be a 
detriment to getting other people on board with regenerative agriculture: 
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There's a saying that says 'you can go alone and go fast. Or you can go 
together and go far'. So, I often go alone and go fast and leave people behind. 
So, it's my weakness, I guess. So, I'm trying to understand, be more 
empathetic or understanding of people that don't get what we see. But then, 
it is tricky, but it's just the way it is.... I mean, the reason why I get the interest 
that we get is because we are just moving fast. And we're trying things and 
we're doing things quick. And so, people are like, 'Whoa, he's already doing 
it, Let's go see what he's doing and how he's doing it'. You don't go out there 
to talk to people, it’s just the way it ends up. - Farmer 4 
It is this tendency to pioneer ahead in the regenerative space that has attracted many 
people to the movement. But it can also create an expectation of success that has potential 
to burden these leading individuals. Thus, there is risk of burnout for leaders, and 
particularly those most vocal. Many farmers in leadership roles, particularly those taking 
up more vocal leadership positions, referred to the time commitments and additional 
energy required to contribute to and answer the increasing calls for information, 
teachings and in some cases activism for the regenerative space. Using an ethic of care 
lens, being part of a care network requires these actors to also have their care needs 
attended to. Care is multi-directional and not simply an action that one person or being 
performs for another, but rather an interaction between those two beings that demands 
both parties to be attentive to the needs of the other (Conradi, 2015). The strong reliance 
on social connection, as seen by the collaborative nature of the movement (see Chapter 
5), thus becomes both a strength and a weakness. Care can be empowering, but also 
draining for care-giving actors if their demands for care are not also attended to. This 
research shows that regenerative actors have crafted the beginnings of social movement 
in Aotearoa New Zealand, irrespective of whether they set out with this as their intention. 
Therefore, support structures must continue to be put in place by organisations, industry, 
local and central government to extend these regenerative spaces. Furthermore, the care 
networks that flow within the movement must continue to emphasise a self-care for its 
actors if this kind of momentum is to be sustainable. 
 The future of being regenerative  
Chapters 4 and 5 have covered what being regenerative is and how it is changing the 
culture of food production at individual and community scales. This chapter has 
continued these discussions in the context of system change. A regenerative mindset is 
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shown to broaden the possibility of better foodscapes. Regenerative actors talked about 
this hope and how regenerative agriculture becomes a powerful pathway for change: 
It is an unstoppable train. You know, I've seen a lot of things come and go. 
And this ain't one of them. This is getting stronger and stronger. It will evolve 
into different things, but the ethos around people like [farmer] and [farmer], 
and maybe what we're doing, and when you can marry both productivity and 
improving your land and having a better lifestyle, you know, those things are 
phenomenally powerful. So, you know, I have absolute faith that this is game 
changing for the world. - Farmer 14 
But what about beyond the scope of agriculture? In the interviews for this research, each 
participant was asked to summarise the sentiments they had for regenerative agriculture 
in up to three words. The word cloud created from these results (Figure 7) summarises 
the arguments of the last two chapters which have discussed how doing agriculture 
differently is actually a pathway for being and thinking differently. Figure 7 shows that 
while the question was about regenerative agriculture, participants identified what the 
mindset behind agriculture meant to them. Interestingly, aside from two responses (“just 
farming” and “soil”), there is no reference to agriculture, farming, or any part of the agri-
food industry. This lack of reference to agriculture adds further justification to 
distinguishing ‘being’ regenerative from regenerative agriculture in this research.  
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Figure 7: Word cloud - The lack of agriculture in ‘being regenerative’. This word cloud is produced 
from participant responses to the question "If you could use 2-3 words to summarise your sentiments 
for regenerative agriculture, what would they be?". Words in a larger font were mentioned more 
frequently.  
Thus, at a systems level, it is apt to briefly reflect on how being regenerative is also 
creating changes beyond the act of farming. This is important because it illuminates the 
potential of ‘being regenerative’ to create change both within and independently from 
agriculture. For example, a regenerative mindset has a learning process that encourages 
curiosity and the questioning of everything. Thus, it enables the critique and challenging 
of dominant knowledge systems by creating space for other ways of knowing. While the 
discussions of shifting scientific systems in section 6.2 is done in the context of 
agriculture, the potential to open space for other epistemologies expands its impact 
beyond the boundaries of farming. Many regenerative actors reflected on the potential 
‘being regenerative’ has to change other aspects of their lives and society. Farmer 16 
framed the power which a new worldview can have on political decision-making: 
We've really got to have a good look at society and its flaws and basically 
pull everything apart, see what's fit for purpose. And I think the regenerators 
in the world can really lead that. - Farmer 16 
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This research has shown the ability for the mindset to flow across scales and social 
networks. But many of the people in these spaces also move across and bridge different 
scales and networks. While agriculture is the space in which most people are introduced 
to the regenerative mindset, as they move into different areas of society, they are able to 
take with them the knowledge, experiences and mindsets that they gain from interacting 
with regenerative spaces in agriculture. This process is what I argue is the “ripple effect 
of regen”.  
This research found that those who spend time understanding the regenerative mindset 
begin to be changed by such an interaction. Being regenerative, is after all a 
multidirectional set of relations. This was shown by two of the researchers that were 
interviewed for this thesis. All participants were asked if the way they relate to nature 
and to other people has changed since being involved in the world of regenerative 
agriculture. Researcher 1 and 4 specifically noted how stepping into this space from 
backgrounds not based in agriculture and regenerative philosophy had come to change 
their perspectives:  
Interviewer: Has the way that you relate with nature changed after being 
involved in sort of the world of regen ag?  
Researcher 1: Absolutely. Yeah. Yeah, there's no way to avoid it. The 
minute you start working with it, and when you start working with the 
farmers and see how they've been - especially the ones who want to do 
something good for their farm and for the environment - once you see that 
fight, their struggle, but also their victories, you're like, yeah, this is this is 
bloody awesome. And there's was no way you can't be affected.  
Researcher 4 explains that they have even tried to embed a regenerative mindset into the 
way they do research itself. “Being fully transparent” and collaborating therefore 
becomes key features of their scientific work despite that being a big change from the 
usual academic constructs that they are familiar with: 
…I think a lot of the regenerative community is not really into competition 
or blaming or shaming. And so not doing competition in sciences is hard. By 
nature, we're competitive. So sharing our IP with everyone and making sure 
that, you know, I had a project I was starting to design and somebody through 
a conversation, I realised, oh, this guy's already six months into trying to do 
the same stuff, but we started earlier. It's just… I'd lowered the intensity 
because I was busy doing other things, I went, Okay, what do I do? First thing 
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was, I'm pissed off. And then second thing was, Ah, wait a minute, how about 
I suggest that we work together? So that's what I did. And usually that's what 
happened when I do this. [I can say] “how about that? Well, you've taken the 
lead on that, that's all cool because I can produce this”. So, I shifted what I'm 
doing. And then we are trying to work together to promote what these guys 
are doing. And what I can add to the side. So, it's like, it's not really the 
culture. There's a few people who behave like this, but not everyone.  
- Researcher 4 
Being introduced to the regenerative mindset enables these researchers to view their own 
worlds (personal and academic) with a different lens. An ethic of care is being embedded 
into these spaces of knowledge production so that being regenerative is creating spaces 
to restructure the norms of knowledge production processes. And of course, as a 
researcher myself entering into this regenerative space, and indeed, the space the 
agriculture entirely, my personal experiences reinforce this. This experience is reflected 
upon in the conclusion chapter (section 7.2.3). 
 
6.4 Conclusion  
This chapter has taken a systems scale approach to investigating how the regenerative 
mindset unsettles the status quo and encourages change. With an initial focus on the 
systems of knowledge that exist in agriculture, this chapter argued that thinking, being 
and doing differently can create space for different epistemologies to emerge and be 
recognized. There is a growing understanding of the political agendas that exist within 
the current scientific system, many of which resist regenerative agriculture. As such there 
are tensions that emerge from how science and experience are communicated across 
industry as valid forms of knowledge. The second half of the chapter then moved to look 
at the future of both regenerative agriculture and being regenerative. Some of the 
potential challenges to regenerative agriculture are covered here, but the momentum seen 
in this research gives reason to argue that the movement will continue to move into 
industry spaces and carve out room for the mindset to grow. However, support to enable 
this is essential. The chapter finished by briefly exploring examples of how being 
regenerative is already extending beyond agriculture. The potential here for a more-than-
human ethic of care to be embedded at a range of scales and in different parts of society 





7.1 The transformative potential of being regenerative  
‘Being regenerative’ is a mindset that differs from the technical practice of regenerative 
agriculture. While the two overlap, it is the mindset that is crucial to the transformational 
potential of regenerative agriculture. A more-than-human ethic of care is central to and 
embedded in this transformational ability. While it is the mindset that makes regenerative 
agriculture transformative, it is the more-than-human care embedded in the mindset that 
makes ‘being regenerative’ transformative. Using a care lens demands attention to our 
everyday socio-ecological relationships in agriculture and doing so makes the connection 
of mindset and practice visible as a key part of the regenerative movement.  
Chapters 4, 5 and 6 explored the components of a more-than-human ethic of care that 
exists in regenerative agriculture. Collectively, the chapters show how regenerative 
actors are working across scales and inserting more-than-human care into the culture of 
food production. Importantly, this shows how ‘being regenerative’ is more than the sum 
of its parts. All parts of the mindset are relational and therefore interact to blend thought 
and practice, internal with external, and human with non-human. Regenerative 
relationships allow actors to reform their understanding of their position in the more-
than-human world and the value they place on those connections. Regenerative decision-
making translates the thinking and being involved in regenerative relationships into on-
farm, real-life doings. These relations are then extended to others and applied to 
wellbeing or knowledge systems. These interconnections to allow the mindset to 
transverse and blend across individual, community and system scales in ways that 
farming practices alone never could.  
Therefore, the production and maintenance of more-than-human care networks is vital to 
being regenerative and associated transformation of socio-ecological relationships. Re-
framing the world with this lens has implications for how agriculture exists and the 
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narratives that are visible in agricultural spaces. Thinking, being and doing differently 
encourages more a care-full direction for agriculture that fundamentally shifts away from 
a reductionist and productivism based paradigm. Being regenerative creates space for 
care in agriculture. Furthermore, when people are forming regenerative relationships and 
making regenerative decisions, there is a mentality that can also be applied to any aspect 
of life rather than solely on the farm.  Therefore, being regenerative is a mindset that is 
evolving from and with farming practices but has potential for transformation beyond the 
agricultural sector.  
 Limitations of the research 
There are practical limitations to this research which arise from the scale and scope of 
the project. It is acknowledged that this research is limited in its capability to collect all 
the opinions present in this field. The project had a limited scope to ensure the research 
could be conducted within the time and funding allocated. It is inevitable that some ideas, 
concerns or opinions will have been missed.  For example, the framing of this research 
meant that people who were actively engaged in regenerative spaces were sought out as 
participants. Doing further research to engage with people outside of the regenerative 
space would be useful to gain insight into how they are responding to the movement. The 
quantity of data collected for this research also meant that not all the key themes 
identified from the research could be included in the scope of this thesis. One such theme 
is the role of organisations in the regenerative movement. While the goal of this research 
is to engage in initial steps towards guiding radical change in New Zealand’s agri-food 
system it is recognised that a complete understanding is not feasible in the scope of this 
project. In particular, te ao Māori is shown to be important in the development of 
regenerative agriculture, but there are limited Māori voices represented in this research. 
Therefore, a much larger conversation about regenerative agriculture and the future of 




7.2 Research reflections  
 The potential of more-than-human care ethics 
A feminist political ecology approach is used to look the transformative potential within 
New Zealand regenerative agriculture spaces. A more-than-human ethic of care is used 
to understand transformation. Care has been applied as both a research lens and a research 
ethos to look at caring practice in regenerative agriculture in response to the need for 
broader theoretical approaches to transformative agri-food politics (Tregear, 2011). The 
debates of AFI literature and agri-food politics have created an impasse that limits the 
academic conceptualisations of what counts as progress in creating transformation. Using 
a socio-ethical concept like a more-than-human ethic of care welcomes discussions 
beyond the common political economic approach (Gottschlich and Bellina, 2017). 
Because of this approach, this research reveals the ways in which social and mindset 
shifts are occurring and have transformative potential in regenerative agriculture spaces. 
The dynamics of care are highlighted as critical components of agri-food system 
transformation towards being spaces of socio-ecological regeneration. 
However, this research reveals some apparent limits to the transformative ability of an 
ethic of care. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 explored multiples ways in which regenerative actors 
are reframing their perceptions of the world. They are generally open, flexible and 
relational. And in many cases embedded in responsibility. However, there were cases 
that have been referred to across these chapters that are ‘exceptions to the rule’. 
Interestingly, these exceptions were generally within the context of post-colonial 
relations.  In Section 4.2.2 and 4.2.3 the unsettling of more-than-human power dynamics 
was limited by existing cultural politics. The power and politics of post-colonial relations 
impacted the perceptions of personal connections to land and resulted in a framing of 
comparison between Māori and non-Māori by some Pākehā farmers. Some participant’s 
perceptions of their connection to land was also maintained though Western concepts 
such as land ownership and property rights. Similarly, in section 5.1.3, collective 
responsibility was not readily extended into post-colonial spaces. What these limits 
highlight is the work still to be done for post-colonial relations in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
It also highlights the necessity of te ao Māori to be integrated into regenerative agriculture 
narratives in collaboration with Māori. This is essential if regenerative agriculture is to 
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reach the ‘level 4’ transformative potential conceptualised in Soloviev and Landua 
(2016) and therefore contribute to building such post-colonial relations.  
As a final theoretical reflection, this thesis encourages thinking about the potential of 
more-than-human care ethics in transformation. As shown in Chapter 6, being 
regenerative is not constrained to agriculture alone. Instead as a mindset, it can be applied 
across society to break down artificial boundaries. Therefore, what happens if we put 
‘being regenerative’ at the centre of societal systems? What impact would it have for 
political decisions across society (Tronto, 1995)? Re-evaluating our societies and what 
is fit for purpose, in the way that regenerative actors in this thesis have done in 
agriculture, could have great impact. Literature has started to investigate the ability to 
integrate loops of care for people and environment into frameworks for sustainable or 
circular economies (Schildberg, 2014; Pla-Julián and Guevara, 2019). As the 
regenerative mindset is an in-action more-than-human ethic of care, it is collaborative 
and care-full. Relationships formed from this mindset are interdependent, plural, 
reciprocal and supportive. The world is viewed through a relational lens that recognises 
the intertwined existence of the more-than-human world and as such it leads to holistic 
and systems-based thinking.  
If the field of environmental management were embedded into this kind of mindset, 
outcomes would be based on a relational world view, rather than through the 
instrumentalist approach that dominates in Western interpretations of management. A 
regenerative mindset embedded into environmental management would demand that 
environmental, social and economic wellbeing are viewed not only as equals, but as part 
of the same whole as one cannot exist without the others. The impacts of decisions would 
be recognised within a framework of collective responsibility that reveal and work to 
correct structural injustices. Responsibility in environmental management would extend 
across borders, though supply chains, and be conceptualised with more-than-human 
timescales. The sector which we currently call environmental management could become 
a dedicated industry for creating abundance, rather than simply reducing harm. 
‘Being regenerative’ can perhaps be blended into many other areas of society as well. 
For example, health care systems, education or governance can all benefit from 
collaborative, non-competitive, care-full decision-making. Political decisions in these 
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systems made with a regenerative mindset would also recognise the interconnection 
between all these systems. A holistic framing sees the need for a healthy agri-food system 
to create good health for more-than-human populations that then reduces the burden on 
health care and pollution management. A regenerative mindset could be integrated into 
schooling curriculums so our future decision-makers, eaters, thinkers, consumers, 
producers and so on are educated with and about a more-than-human ethic of care. 
Governance decisions made with a more-than-human care at the centre could provide 
space for creative, innovative policy to be built from attentiveness. Power-full 
relationships between government and public can be recognised and altered to ensure 
they become productive, mutualistic and therefore also care-full.  A regenerative mindset 
ultimately challenges many of the approaches that our society uses that result in 
exploitative systems. This is in part because it is hard to commercialise a mindset. As a 
mindset for change, evolution and hope, ‘being regenerative’ has the potential to flip how 
we think about socio-ecological connections and therefore how we think about solutions 
to some of our greatest challenges.   
 Positioning the research in the real world 
The research space of regenerative agriculture is rapidly emerging and evolving and will 
require future research to be conducted. During the course of this project, a white paper 
identifying 17 priority research topics for regenerative agriculture was released (Grelet 
and Lang, 2021).  The paper focused on what research pathways are required to build 
science-based evidence and national narratives for regenerative agriculture in New 
Zealand. These varied from physical land-based outcomes to social and economic 
dimensions. This research can therefore be identified as contributing to some of these 
social science-based research pathways. Particularly that of farmer empowerment and 
understanding the mindset shift. 
In positioning this research in the real world, it is also vital to reflect on the role of this 
thesis beyond its academic contributions. The research that forms the basis of this thesis 
is co-produced by participants and researcher. As such, it is hoped that the findings 
presented here are meaningful to those participants. During the interviewing process, the 
reception from participants and the regenerative community was overwhelmingly 
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positive and welcoming. One participant even reflected at the end of the interview the 
importance of being a part of this research and what it meant to them: 
I'd really, really like to see what you come up with... Like we were sort of 
talking about how do you how do you work out what success is? But I guess, 
what you’re finding, that's almost my benchmark. Am I the only person that's 
weird enough to think the way I think or are there other people out there? 
What are their interpretations of the problems and the limitations with what 
we're doing? - Farmer 16 
Therefore, providing affirmation to farmers of how and what they are doing in 
regenerative spaces is a second contribution this thesis can hopefully make. This is part 
of the justification for creating the A Regenerative Journey comic as one of the projects 
to disseminate the research (see appendix C). The comic explores the key features of the 
mindset shift that farmers experience. It is a visual and more digestible version of the key 
parts of this research. Academia is often considered inaccessible to the general public 
and therefore it was critical to find a platform on which I could make the stories that have 
been captured by the research reachable.  
 Personal reflections 
Section 6.3.2 looks at the future of being regenerative and covers what I have named “the 
ripple effect of regen”. It looked at how actors who engage in regenerative spaces pick 
up experiences, knowledge and a world view that they take with them to other sections 
of society. It is the transmissibility of the mindset that in part makes it transformational. 
As a postgraduate researcher, this is my first major research project through which I have 
had the privilege to access the opinions, experiences and minds of my interviewees with 
this amount of depth. And, in reflection, I have noticed that there are many aspects of the 
regenerative process that have resemblance to my own experiences. 
Coming from an urban background with no farming connections, I have been plunged 
into a space that is unfamiliar and uncertain like that which many farmers find their first 
regenerative steps to be. Naturally, I was a little concerned over the vulnerability of 
putting myself in a position that may have led to judgements being placed on myself for 
any ignorance I hold as a lifelong urban dweller. This resembles the challenges that 
farmers have in the social acceptance of their new ideas. Alternatively, as a few of the 
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farmers I interviewed noted, those that are not entrenched in the existing system, have no 
need to unlearn the constraints of an old worldview before blending into a new one. 
Therefore, maybe my urban background could be perceived as a strength as much as it 
could be a weakness because of the opportunity for fresh, outside perspectives it 
provides.   
This research has also been an evolution, much like that of the regenerative learning 
process and indeed there are many parts of the research that could have evolved further 
if the time and bounds of the thesis process had allowed.  But perhaps the most striking 
reflection is that my sentiments for the regenerative mindset have been greatly influenced 
by those who have taken the time to speak with me. Therefore, in many ways I identify 
with the message of Researcher 1 about being affected by the positive work and mindset 
that regenerative actors are embracing (in section 6.3.2).  The enthusiasm and energy of 
the regenerative movement is infectious and those who take the time to enter these spaces 
and form relationships with these actors become exposed to the possibilities of a different 
way of the thinking and being. And critically, it is this mindset of being regenerative that 
I can now take to my future projects. It is a worldview that I can use to shape my own 
future decisions, and a pathway that I can take forward in my career.  As such, I am now 
embedded into the process of critical mass and the spreading of the mindset as much as 
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Appendix A: Letter to Minister for Agriculture  
This letter was presented to the Minister for Agriculture on 7 May 2020. This copy was 
sourced though a closed regenerative social media group. Note: This copy of the letter 
excludes additional attachments 1 and 2 mentioned in the letter. 
 
 
Department of Agricultural Sciences  
7 May 2020  
Office of Hon. Damien O’Connor  
Minister of Agriculture  
Private Bag 18041  
Parliament Buildings  
Wellington 6160  
CC Simon Upton, Prof Juliete Gerrard, Andrew Morrison  
Dear Minister O’Connor,  
 
We wish to alert you to our concerns about the mythology of “Regenerative Agriculture” and 
its worrying increased profile in the NZ media and farming sectors. We believe it would be 
prudent for MPI to convene an expert panel of scientists to review the claims made about this 
system of farming. It is important that sound science drives our agricultural systems in much 
the same manner that science has informed our recent collective response to COVID 19.   
We believe such a panel should provide a robust critique of the claims made about 
“Regenerative Agriculture” to ensure the public, industry and policy makers have a balanced 
and scientifically informed view of the ideas promulgated.  
 
“Regenerative Agriculture” recently received highly favourable publicity from the Country 
Calendar programme aired on TV1 on Sunday 19 April and the associated article in the 
Christchurch Press on April 25. We recognize that both of these media outlets provide light 
entertainment for a largely urban audience. However, the lack of critical evaluation of the 
topics presented and opinions promoted are potentially damaging to the current world 
leading agricultural practices used by sheep and beef farmers in NZ. The underpinning 
scientific principles of our current agricultural systems are in danger of being devalued by a 
system that we believe has several serious short-comings. We have addressed some of these 
as a starting point in Attachment 1. We are particularly concerned that the erroneous publicity 
about “Regenerative Agriculture” will divert the limited NZ agricultural science resources from 
more important, substantive issues.   
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To define “Regenerative Agriculture” is difficult. There are imported text-book definitions, but 
in short it has become an all embracing term to encompass any individual’s practices who 
does not want to be seen to be using conventional agricultural techniques. Importantly, this 
lack of definition, by default, implies that current conventional agriculture, as practiced in NZ, 
is degenerative.  
 
We strongly reject this implication. Our current sheep and beef farming practices are world 
leading. We recognize that there are practices and practitioners in conventional agriculture 
that can be improved but consider these are minor compared with most international 
production systems. Indeed the sheep and beef sector is the only industry to have reduced its 
greenhouse gas emissions intensity to below 1990s levels while continuing to achieve strong 
productivity gains1. For decades NZ scientists have advocated pastoral systems to NZ sheep 
and beef farmers that promote environmental stewardship within profitable and socially 
responsible farm systems.   
 
In a similar wave of hype to “Regenerative agriculture”, “organic agriculture” has been 
promoted since the 1980s to provide an “alternative” production system for food. Due to 
flawed underlying principles, it’s promises have not been realized. In Europe where “organics” 
has been most strongly promoted, metaanalyses of production systems across a range of 
arable, horticultural and pastoral enterprises show an average 20% drop in production2. As a 
result only 6% of current European production is organic because businesses cannot make a 
profit from this lowered production and increased labour input, even with heavy financial 
subsidies3. This is why organic production has and will continue to be a cottage industry aimed 
at a local market in most countries.  
 
The emergence of “Regenerative Agriculture” follows a similar path. It has arisen from 
unsustainable farming practices in Australia and North America. In those landscapes 
monocultures of cereals have degraded historic soil nitrogen and organic matter levels and 
therefore reduced nutrient supplies. Thus, the ability to regenerate soils with grazing 
livestock, and doing so with inputs of carbon from vegetation is appropriate. However, this 
does not mean the practice is required, relevant or useful in the context of NZ’s climates, soils 
and agricultural systems.   
 
In Attachment 1 we have identified several dubious technical aspects on display in the Country 
Calendar programme and provided rebuttals to them. Dr Scott has detailed knowledge of 
Linnburn Station where it was filmed. He was employed as an agronomic consultant from 
2010 to 2012. In this unique, extremely dry environment, the extensive agricultural system 
displayed does have some positive attributes. Of note, the system encourages the use of 
legumes that use nitrogen fixation to overcome the lack of nitrogen, which is the main 
limitation to all agricultural systems – as previously outlined to you by Prof Moot4. It also 
encourages high pasture cover at entry and exit of animals into a paddock (which enhances 
livestock performance) and the use of direct drilling. These are all sound scientifically based 
practices that are recommended to all farmers through appropriate extension. They are not 
new or unique to “Regenerative Agriculture” and, in fact, are well-established components of 
 
best practice in NZ’s conventional farming systems.   
 
Our greater concerns relate to the extensive article in the Press. In Attachment 2 we have 
provided a brief precis of that article. A major omission in the list of principles given in relation 
to “Regenerative Agriculture” as promoted by Phyllis Tichinin, is the mention of a saleable 
product, which is fundamental to the NZ economy. The principles espoused appear to be a 
response to the valid negative connotations of the US feedlot based beef production systems, 
which are not relevant in NZ. As noted for organic producers, the number of consumers willing 
to pay a premium for such products is small domestically and internationally and NZ already 
has a strong affinity with them. They are supportive of our current conventional pasture based 
systems.  
 
Interestingly Ms Tichinin states the “organics revolution never happened because the world 
continued to demand cheap and high yield agriculture”. This is correct and there is no tangible 
sign that this position has changed. Indeed if the “green revolution” of agricultural production 
had not occurred in the 1970s, the world would currently need more than double the current 
land area it uses to feed 7.8 BN people5. These inconvenient truths tend to escape the well-fed 
consumers of developed countries.  
 
In the Country Calendar programme pasture mixtures containing up to 40 species were 
promoted. This may be beneficial to our seed industry securing sales, but it is of no benefit to 
our farmers. Ecological principles show that to maintain diversity in pastures is virtually 
impossible as competition for light and nutrients causes extensive self-thinning. Our own 
research shows that no more than three functional groups (grass, legume, herb) make up over 
90% of species regardless of the number sown. Equally, the encouragement of tall species 
defies basic physics principles. The taller a structure the more support it requires. In plants 
that support is provided by carbon as lignin, which strengthens the walls of woody tissue. This 
is herbage of low digestibility, slow to degrade in the environment and increases the need for 
additional nitrogen in the system for micro-organisms to break it down. Thus, the system 
advocated produces tall non digestible herbage. This is exactly what provided the fuel for both 
the Port Hills and Richmond fires. In summer dry climates this excessive tall dry herbage is a 
liability, and conventional farmers routinely use intensive grazing in early summer to remove 
that fire risk. Frequently, life-style blocks and the peri-urban environment have this tall poorly 
controlled vegetation, which increases the risk of fire, for example on the out skirts of 
Christchurch.   
 
The Press article is constructed to trap the reader by weaving and repeating a series of data-
free assumptions. Myths are then treated as facts which are further endorsed by influential 
people, so that finally the article becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Of concern is the reported 
acceptance of these ideas by the Primary Sector Council and the B+LNZ Board. Both 
organizations appear to lack the scientific expertise in their membership to critically evaluate 
the claims being made. There is a real danger that decades of research specific to NZ 
agriculture is being undermined by the uncritical importation of illfounded, unscientific 
agricultural practices.  
 
 
We suspect that MPI and industry organizations will be receiving a number of requests for 
funding of “Regenerative Agriculture” projects designed to validate these myths. We accept 
there is a strong lobby group behind this advocacy, in a similar manner to the organic 
community, the anti vax movement and anti 1080 lobby. However, we are convinced this 
system lacks credibility and contains many aspects that are scientifically untenable. We 
believe it is our statutory duty as academics to provide some warning about the fallibility of 
these systems.  
 
As indicated, we support several aspects of conventional agriculture that are promoted within 
Regenerative Agriculture. Practices such as rotational grazing, high quality leafy-legume based 
pastures, direct drilling, overcoming nutrient deficiencies, and landscape farming to provide 
ecosystem services. These all have a sound scientific basis. They are not new – they are 
already well researched and validated and are all worthy of demonstration and research. They 
are a major part of the agricultural systems we promote6,7, and will continue to describe with 
quantitative evidence to agricultural classes at Lincoln University.  
 
In conclusion, it is our scientific opinion that the promotion of “Regenerative Agriculture”, as 
described in these two media items, is unsound because it fails many first principles of 
science. It is not supported by any evidence based on rigorous scrutiny.   
 
We thank-you for your time in considering this matter. We welcome the opportunity to 
discuss these issues further and provide additional evidence if required, if that is of interest to 
you or your officials.   
 
Kind Regards  
 
Dr Derrick Moot  Dr Warwick Scott  
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Appendix B: Interview schedule  
Semi-structured Interview Schedule 
FARMER INTERVIEWS 
Overview: 
➢ Farm location, size, type, when did you start farming this land (ownership – e.g. 
family farm?) 
➢ What is regen ag to you? 
➢ How did you hear about regen farming? 
➢ What practices do you undertake that you would classify as ‘regenerative’ (or 
put on a spectrum of regenerative?) 
- How long have you been doing regen?  
➢ What is your motivation for undertaking regen ag? 




➢ How does regen ag change the way you make decisions, or the type of decisions 
you make on the farm (or anything else?).  
- Are the values or ethics which underpin your decisions that weren’t used 
before? 
➢ How do think about what counts as progress on your farm? 
- What Is this the main way you ‘measure’ progress? 
➢ Has the way you interact and engage with your farm (and natural envi) changed 
since learning about or practicing regen ag? 
- What is different? 
- Physical interactions vs more subtle mental perceptions? 
- Did you notice one occurring before the other? Did these changes happen 
at the same time? 
- Is there anything in particular that you attribute these changes to? E.g. an 
aspect of the movement?  
- Have relationships shifted? 
➢ Has the way you engage with other farmers changed also?  
- How has your uptake of these practices impacted the people that you 
interact with on a personal and business level? 
- Your perspective/experience: what response has the agricultural 
community had to the uptake of regen? (positive, critical?) 
- Do you see yourself as having a role within the regen (or wider farming) 
community? 
➢ Have your values of care changed with engagement in this particular work? This 




➢ Have you noticed your personal wellbeing change since your engagement with 
regen ag? 
➢ If you could choose just 2 or 3 words that for you, summarise the sentiments 
behind regen ag, what would they be? 
RQ 2: 
➢ How does regen farming challenge business-as-usual agriculture in NZ?  




- Regulatory: e.g. Consents 
- Environmentally 
- Knowledge available/support base 
- Social resistance?  
- Culture of farming/ ‘being a farmer’ – how is this impacted when you 
started to participate in practices seen as ‘outside the mainstream’ – has 
your perception of what it means to be a farmer shifted? 
➢ Do you have any knowledge about Te Ao Māori (Māori worldview)? Do you 
incorporate it into your farming practices at all or have thoughts as to how it can 
contribute to regen farming? 
- Is it something that you hear being spoken about in regenerative circles? 
 
RQ3: 
➢ Do you engage with any organisations involved in regenerative farming for 
support, education, financing, consultancy etc.? 
- Which ones? 
- How important is their role?  
- Do you see the principles you have talked about being engaged by them 
also? 
➢ Do you believe the principles and values of regen ag can be implemented beyond 
farm practices/scale?  
- Examples of your own involvement of this, or ideas of how it could be 
done 
- Are they applied within organisation? Societies, economies? 
- Food chain past the farm gate? 
➢ How do you see New Zealand’s food system and farming scene changing over 
the next few decades? And what contribution do you think regen ag will make?  
➢ What is the most important thing that you want the public and policy makers to 
know about regen ag? 
 
 





➢ Explain what your company/organisation does? What is your role?  
➢ How do you engage with regen ag? 
➢ What is regen ag to your organisation? 
➢ What are the motives for your organisation engaging with regen ag/regen 
farmers/farmers? 
➢ Do you think the principles of regen ag can be applied outside of the on-farm 
context? 









































Appendix E: Participant information sheet  
 [Reference Number: D20/068 4/03/2020] 
  
 
Caring Food Systems? 
The Transformative Potential of Ecological Farming Practices in New Zealand  
 
INFORMATION  SHEET  FOR  PARTICIPANTS 
 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet 
carefully before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate, we 
thank you.  If you decide not to take part, there will be no disadvantage to you and we 
thank you for considering our request.   
 
What is the Aim of the Project? 
 
As sustainable farming practices become more prevalent in New Zealand, it is important 
to understand what role these changing practices can play in stimulating broader changes 
to New Zealand’s agricultural and food systems. How people relate to the environment 
through agriculture is one key component. The aim of this study is thus to explore the 
potential of ecological farming practices to shift human-environment relations through 
an ethic of care in New Zealand’s agri-food system. ‘Ecological farming practices’ are 
loosely defined as regenerative, agroecological, and/or permaculture practices (or some 
combination thereof).  This research will provide a better understanding of the values 
underlying ecological farming practices (such as justice and care) and how they are 
effective in creating change for both individuals, their wider communities and the 
industry. 
 
This project is being undertaken to produce a thesis as part of the requirements for 
Madison Seymour’s Masters of Arts degree. 
 
What Types of Participants are being sought? 
 
The participants being sought for this research are a combination of farmers involved in 
ecological farming practices and members from related community or organisational 
structures. Features commonly present in these forms of farming and that will be used to 
identify possible farming participants are: an emphasis on biodiversity, a focus on 
building healthy soils, and a reduction or elimination of chemical fertilisers and 
pesticides/herbicides.  Key informants from a range of farming types are required for this 
research. Individuals may practice one, multiple or a combination of the principle’s 




dependent on their stage of transition. Commercial farms across New Zealand are of 
focus for this research as the research is designed with the intent to have significance to 
New Zealand’s food and agriculture industry.  
 
 
What will Participants be asked to do? 
 
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to participate in an 
interview with the researcher to answer some questions about your experience and 
opinions on practicing ecological farming. Interviews usually take between 30-60 
minutes but can be adjusted to suit the amount of time you have available or wish to 
spend.  
 
This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning 
includes regenerative farming, permaculture, justice and care in the agriculture industry, 
politics and economics of farming, organisational structures and participants relationship 
with nature. The precise configuration of the questions that will be asked have not been 
determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which the interview develops.  
Consequently, although the School of Geography is aware of the general areas to be 
explored in the interview, the Committee has not been able to review the precise 
questions to be used. 
 
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant 
or uncomfortable you are reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular 
question(s).   
Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any 
disadvantage to yourself. 
 
What Data or Information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 
The interview will be audio-taped to allow the data to be collected. Notes may also be 
taken by the researcher. This audio will be transcribed by the researcher and will 
contribute towards the project. Your personal contact details will be collected for the 
purpose of being able to contact you for any further questions or to distribute a final copy 
of the research upon completion of the project.  
 
Only the researcher and supervisor of the project will have access to the data 
collected in this project.  No organisations outside the university are funding, nor 
have access to the data. There will be no commercial use of the data. Data obtained 
as a result of the research will be retained for at least 5 years in secure storage. 
Any personal information held on the participants [such as contact details, audio or 
video tapes, after they have been transcribed etc.,] may be destroyed at the 
completion of the research even though the data derived from the research will, in 
most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly indefinitely. 
 
The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of 




regarding your anonymity. Please be aware that should you wish we will make every 
attempt to preserve your anonymity. However, with your consent, there are some cases 
where it would be preferable to attribute contributions made to individual participants. It 
is absolutely up to you which of these options you prefer.  
 
All participants will be given alias that will be used in the writing of the thesis or any 
articles written subsequently. This alias may describe your job title but will contain no 
personally identifiable information. 
 
If at any stage you wish to correct or withdraw information provided for this study, you 
have the right to do so. You will have the opportunity to review the data (e.g. transcribed 
interview notes) that relates to your interview if you wish prior to December 2020. 
 
 
You will be provided with a summary of the results upon the completion of the project 
if requested. The full thesis will also be available upon request. This is expected to be 
around March 2021.  
 
Can Participants change their mind and withdraw from the project? 
 
You may withdraw from the project, before its completion and without any disadvantage 
to yourself prior to December 2020. 
 
 
What if Participants have any Questions? 
If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free 
to contact either:- 
Madison Seymour and  Sean Connelly 
School of Geography   School of Geography 
  University Telephone: 03-479-8771 
Email: seyma854@student.otago.ac.nz Email: sean.connelly@otago.ac.nz 
 
This study has been approved by the Department stated above. However, if you have any 
concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the University of 
Otago Human Ethics Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator 
(ph +643 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be 






Appendix F: Participant consent form  
Caring Food Systems? 
The Transformative Potential of Ecological Farming Practices in New Zealand 
CONSENT  FORM  FOR  PARTICIPANTS 
 
I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  
All my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I am free to 
request further information at any stage. 
I know that:- 
1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
 
2. I am free to withdraw from the project before December 2020; 
 
3. Personal identifying information (e.g. audio-tapes etc) will be destroyed at the 
conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of the project 
depend will be retained in secure storage for at least five years; 
 
4. This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of 
questioning addresses regenerative farming, permaculture, justice and care in the 
agriculture industry, politics and economics of farming, organisational structures 
and participants relationship with nature. The precise configuration of the 
questions which will be asked have not been determined in advance, but will 
depend on the way in which the interview develops. In the event that the line of 
questioning develops in such a way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may 
decline to answer any particular question(s) and/or may withdraw from the project 
without any disadvantage of any kind. 
 
5. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University 
of Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to 
preserve my anonymity if requested. 
 
I, as the participant: a) agree to being named in the research,   OR;  
 
  b) would rather remain anonymous 
 
I agree to take part in this project. 
 
.............................................................................   ............................... 
       (Signature of participant)     (Date) 
 
 
